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A King's Desire 



CHAPTER I 

A PRESUMPTIVE HEIR 

" First of all, Princess, let me tell you about the 
lovely diiy we have had : not the oldest member of 
the Hunt, not the Duke of Brancaster himself, can 
remember such a glorious run ! " 

The speaker paused with emotion: Jfaj^K situa- 
tion was too strong for Elfrida Fountatat^^l^ callow 
imagination to grasp with a due sense of pMlportion. 
She was but a child of twelve summers, the half- 
blown rose of a goodly English stem. The world 
was as yet her playground, her few years a memory 
spun of healthful, happy days. 

•*Did they tell you that, Elfrida?" asked the 
Princess. " But, my dear child, you must npt take 
the talk of the hunting-field for the sayikgs of 
Solomon." 

** They were all big, grown-up men, except this 
boy : they ought to know better than to make up 
schoolboys' stories." 
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A King's Desire 

**They ought; only big men are apt to level 
down their conversation to the pet notions of a 
little girl." 

" What ! talk silly to please me ! " said the young 
person, with injured importance ; " they would never 
have done that when my Dad was by. He always 
treats me like a sensible, grown-up girl." 

" Yes ; we all know that. We wouldn't hurt 
you for the world, my dear — the apple of a doting 
father's eye," said the Princess, with an approving 
smile. 

" Don't make fun of him because he is fond of 
me — poor dear, he had to go into Bishopstow about 
a case in the horrid County Court I'm so sorry, 
for he missed such a hunt." 

^* I was aware of his engagement ; that was why I 
sent this boy of mine to drive you to the meet, and 
see you safe under the Master's eye. I hope you 
carried out that part of the programme, Conrad ? " 

" That I did, mother," said the stripling thus 
appealed to, a handsome specimen of the growing 
human animal, with the blond and ruddy colouring 
of a Norseman, in contrast with the dark, powerful 
eyes of a more Southern race. At a cursory glance 
he might have passed for a thoroughbred English 
gentleman at the public school period of life—" a 
youth of pairts," whether at work or play: on 
acquaintance, he developed a certain foreign grace 
and attractive courtesy derived from his mother, 
Helene, wife of Prince Heinrich of the Royal House 
of Altenstadt, 

10 
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A Presumptive Heir 

^ I rode with Elfrida straight up to the Duke," said 
Conrad, with decision ; " he was so good as to take 
the whole trouble of the young ii$dy off my hands." 

♦* All the better for me," said tlie budding Diana, 
as she flung back the rich nut-brown locks over her 
shoulders with pardonable hauteur; "I kept up 
with the Duke till the finish, through all our finds 
and failures." 

" Plenty of failures, I say," cut in Conrad ; " I 
must own to you, mother, we drew blank twice 
before we found." 

" And then we didn't find," contradicted Elfrida ; 
" it was the fox found us." 

** That sounds like one of your English comic 
operas — upside down," said Helene. 

"Excuse me, Princess," said the girl, eagerly; 
** just as we passed the front gate of Lamer Towers, 
a fox crossed the road not fifty yards from the 
hounds — such a rush, such excitement!* 

"Away we went," cried Conrad, "and we were 
all sitting down for a run, when lo and behold ! 
the rascal got to ground in a rabbit hole," 

*' Such a shame ! Then we drew Lord Honey- 
wood's cover." ^ 

** We did— blank." 

"You stupid boy! We moved on to Barrow 
Fen " 

" Which was blank by this time." 

"Yes; we were all feeling blank," said the 
damsel, with a rueful maue. " We beat about the 
gorse till^tUl " 

IX 
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A King's Desire 

tTiU somebody was at the point of crying, 
and " V 

"Don't, Conrauf* said Elfrida, putting up her 
finger. " Then Mr Berington jumped off, saying : 
* By Jove, I believe the rogua is to ground.' " 

" And that he was not/* :tefd the boy. " While 
we beat about the covert, like fools, Tom Paton 
blewkaway upon another scent, and we were off 
at a rattling good pace, through the Fen, to Lamer 
Towers, right across the lawn — fox, hounds, and 
hunt" , 

" Ah," said Elfrida, fanning herself with her 
handkerchief, " it was a lovely sight ! We crossed 
the road over the coped wall ; the Duke gave me a 
lead, an<j I followed at the best spot for a jump." 

" And your Arab carried you over the coped 
wall?" asked the Princess, with a tremor in her 
voice. 

** Skimmed over it like a swallow. I was with 
the Duke, to the left of the hounds, all the way." 

" You were — till you came in for bad luck," said 
Conrad ; " rotten banks and wire." 

"Oh! you mean Shepherd's Bank, where Mr 
Mostyn and another man got fearful falls, and the 
Arab was so blown, the Duke told me not to try 
it ; he actually insisted on my jumping off." 

" Stopped her just in time," said Conrad ; " I'm 
glad I iiidn't the charge of her." 

" Yes ; he cleared the Bank himself, and called 
a countryman to pull my horse over." 

" You scrambled up again, I'll answer for you." 

12 



A Presumptive Heir 

"Of course, and on we flew, the Duke $ftd 
I, and as many as were lelft alive went with 

"And where were you, Conrad?" asked his 
mother. 

" Don't ask him, !l^riiM^ess ; Conrad had come to 
an end long before," said Elfrida, with demure 
naughtiness. 4 

"That's true, worse luck, and all through a 
lady," said the boy, with emphasis upon the last 
word. " Mother, do you approve of women being 
allowed in the hunting-field ? " 

" Don't ask me, my son ; not in this county. ^ 
We can't afford to turn all our friends into enemies 
by any remarks." 

"A general monomania, you mean — especially 
when they can't ride like Elfrida, and still worse 
when they are fat and old. I'd draw thq line at 
that, if I were the Master." 

" You have had an accident — ^who was the un- 
lucky one ? " 

" Lady Honeywood. She's sixty — fifty, at least 
—and as fat as a prize animal." 

" Just the woman who has no business to show 
herself on a horse." 

"I found her fallen off— tumbled over into a 
ditch." 

" Not hurt, I hope ? " 

" Too rolly-poUy for that." 

" Frightened rather ? " 

" Too angry for that She called Frank Bering- 

13 
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ton hard names ; said he had pushed past her and 

made her horse swerve." 

" And you picked her up ? Quite right." 

" I pulled away — and failed, till a stout country 

lass came up and lent me a hand — and a petticoat 

to her ladyship." 

" Was her riding-habit ? " 

" Stuck to the saddle ; her togs were such a 

sight — she was covered with mudj and oh ! as my 

drawing master would put it, the lines of her figure 

didn't come out well in male attire." 

" Poor lady ! you escorted her off the field ? " 
"I did, to the nearest cottage. It was all I 

could do to keep from laughing all the time." 
" So the little mishap was covered up, I hope ? " 
" The lady was not — until other fellows came up 

and haw-hawed at her get-up. Rude, I thought." 
** Not manly, to my mind. But come, Elfrida ; 

you must change and have a rest before dinner. 

Your maid is waiting for you in your own old 



room." 



" Thanks, Princess ; I'm not a bit tired, but I'll 
go and make myself tidy. I've had stich a grand 
day ; the hounds ran so beautifully — it was a sight 
to dream of." 

" Did they kill the fox P " enquired Helene. 

" No, they did not," said Conrad, in a disparagitlg 
tone. 

« I'm glad of that," said Elfrida ; « I don't want 
the fox to be killed after he h^^ sent us flyjng off 
our he^d^ with enjoyment" 

14 



A Presumptive Heir 

And the over-excited child gave herself up to 
her maid until her wind-blown locks were reduced 
to a long loop and secured with ribbon, her short 
frock laced up her slender figure, her riding-boots 
exchanged for the silken shoon of English evenings 
at home. Thus turned out by a skilful maid, she 
was a pretty picture ; the delicate colouring of her 
cheek, the sparkle of her blue-violet eyes enhanced 
by their dark fringe and pencilled arches, the flow 
of her nut-brown hair, gave promise of the perilous 
gift of a rare beauty. 

Conrad lingered> in an awkward attempt to 
question his mother. " Mummie, dear, I observed 
something to-day; the other fellows kept giving 
way to me at the jumps — Tom Paton called out 
* You first, Prince Conrad ' — then they kept sidling 
up and talking to me every time we came to a 
check. They never took notice of me like that 
before." 

" Then don't you take any notice of what they 
do now, my dear boy." 

" I did not — not that they could see. But the 
women — they seemed to treat me like a grown 
man to-day, for the first time." 

" Did they ? If so, too suddenly to be a reason- 
able change." 

" It may have dawned upon them that I'm five 
feet eight; but I can't help thinking — hate they 
any other reason ? " 

"I cannot tell you- If so, somo foolish one. 
Never you mind, my dear/' 
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A King's Desire 

The boy was baffled, not deceived by the 
language used for the concealment of thought 
He had not yet lost the unerring instinct of the 
child so apt at reading what was in the mother's 
heart ; but the eyes that fdBowed her motions with 
their steady gaze were tbcite of Bi, grown man 
aware of his rights and purpose in the world. 

Helene glided away from her son's unspoken 
complaint, passing out of the "blue parlour" 
appropriated to tea and private receptions — 
a dainty pattern of the . interior of the manor. 
Ravenstow House dated frcni- the days of the 
Tudors, but had been renovated and enlarged in 
later Jacobean taste by Inigo Jones, and was 
enricheif^ with profuse ornamentation of both 
periods. The blue parlour opened into the hall, 
opposite the door of the great drawing-room. At 
the back of the hall stood a lofty oak screen with a 
curtained arch at either end ; these were framed in 
by four tall columns, while the central space was 
occupied by a grandfather's clock. Above the 
elaborate structure rose a long line of entablatures, 
finished atop with a light pointed trellis-work ; the 
whole was covered with rich carvings by the master- 
hand of Grinling Gibbons. Under the portal on the 
left, the lady of the house passed towards the 
ancient oaken stairway up to her private chamber 
and boiidoir. 

The grand mojUd of Helene's features, the sweep 
of her dark robe as she moved with regal grace, 
the ripple^ pf gold-brown hair that rose above 



y 

V+-. 






A Pfesumptive rfeir 

her foreheiid, an iiidefitiable look in her s&d eambst 
eyes, sefemed to betoken the soul-strife that often 
attends a lofty destiny. 

She closed her door aiid turned oil dn electric 
button above her wftttt^-table ; then unlocked a 
drawer and tobk dlit K-^SKain Society i^aper which 
she had thus carefully secluded from the observa- 
tion of her servants, visitors, slnd son. After one 
hasty reading that morning of the main article of 
the wfeek, ishe had put the odioUs thing away, to be 
recurred to In A duibt hout*, when, as well she 
knew, gossip and bi^fjlter and speculation upon the 
painful subject— ^to her — wete simultaneously rat- 
tling ttierrily on at test- and preprandial dressing- 
tables all over the cbUtity. 

She sat down in the Elizabethan chair by the 
tiled itigle, regardless of the fitful blazfe of the oak 
blocks on the hearth that Almost scorched hel* 
pdllid checks. She raised the paper tow^i-ds the 
electric point of light, and resld : — ^ A recent Royal 
demise ^ill vividly retail lb our readers a certain 
episodfe bf fifteen years psLst in the inner life of a 
vety nartdW-ttiitidfed and exclusive forfeigrl Court, 
where lofty prbtenfeions do hot appeal* tb debdi: 
the itiitiated from indulgence ih sundry social 
Sibi The Crbwn Prince of Alteh^tsldt has died, 
*fts ke li'vfed, with a wide-spresld reputation as the 
itibst dissipated of heirs to a throne. Htt' father, 
the old ktid infirm King Albrechi III., suffered thfe 
loss bf a pi-oihisirl& neph^W Withlfl the past threfe 
months, and is left by this second bereavement 
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A King's Desire 

with no heir nearer in blood than a third cousin. 
Prince Heinrich, a Royal personage of mature age, 
who married eighteen years back Princess Helene 
of the Ducal house of Schwartzenbergen. After 
some years of childless wedlock, their union was 
marred through the husband's liaison with a 
fascinating woman of dubious antecedents, widow 
of Count von Adlersheim, who had raised her to 
the position of a Court beauty as his wife. A 
separation ensued between Prince Heinrich and 
his consort, a domestic detail of small importance 
at the time ; but, by an odd freak of Fate, a son 
was born some months after the parting of the 
parents^ and this boy. Prince Conrad, born and 
bred in England, stands now next but one in 
succession to a throne. Will this circumstance 
make for reconciliation or wider dissension be- 
tween the couple responsible for his appearance 
upon the political chess-board ? Be that as it may, 
the world will look on with growing interest at the 
future development of this latest Royal romance." 

The pang and passion of a fierce revolt shot 
through the woman's breast, as the hateful printed 
lines struck her, cruel as a repeated blow. A 
spasm of physical pain drew her hand to her 
heart ; she had carried her torment within her all 
that day, and now it seemed she could bear it noL 
longer. This public shame cast upon her dearest 
ties had crushed her. It was as if the last rag left 
to shrinking mof^Ksty had been torn away from her 
naked soul. 
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A Presumptive Heir 

She crumpled up the paper as a sentence of 
death against her son. She stood without sound 
or motion, save a cold tremor that shook her from 
crown to toe. Minutes passed, and she never 
stirred from the spot, frozen still. 

In that hopse the custom and rule of life reigned 
unbroken and severe. With the stroke of the old 
clock in the hall, the chimes sounded for dressing 
before dinner. Helene started ; she had to face 
her maid within the next few minutes. 

She knelt down before the hearth where the logs 
were ablaze with blue and ruddy flames. She 
took up tongs of ornamental brass and dug down 
between the logs into the ashes, laid the torn 
fragments of the obnoxious sheet among the hot 
embers, then watched upon her knees until the 
last scrap was consumed. This done, she rose and 
left the morrow to take thought for itself. 
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CHAPTER II 

PRINCESS HEINRICH HEARKENS TO REASON 

Some weeks pasised, and in thdt house the scandal 
was still hushed ; county society had the decency 
to shelve the subject when within hearing of the 
boy chiefly concerned, and his " little sweetheart " 
Elfrida. 

Tall and somewhat womanly for her age, the 
girl might well be considered old fcnough to blush 
at the story, had it not been reverently withheld 
from her ear. But Helene felt painfully indebted 
to the caste at whose mercy her secret lay. Chief 
among her intimates in the position she had 
chosen for herself were the two families, her 
nearest neighbours: first, the Duke of Brancaster> 
her old acquaintance at the Court of Altenstadt, 
where he had been for a time the accredited envoy 
of England, as Lord Ronald Mowbray ; his re- 
sourceful wife had been Helene's most staunch and 
effectual friend after the breach of home ties and 
flight to England. 

Next in regard to the Duke and Duchess came 
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Princess HeJnHch hparkens to Reason 

Elfrida and her devoted father, Sir Edwin Foun- 
taine, of Fountaine Cour^, a spldier in his youth, 
an indefatigable traveller, explorer, and hunter in 
gava^a p^rts. For the present he was settled 
down, sorely against the gr^in, during the years 
sacrificed for bis daughter's sake to the upbringing 
i^nd educatioii of thfit important young gentle- 
woman. Of the sympathy and assiatance ahe 
needed] Helene was thus doubly assured, and it so 
fell out that, without a word breathed to her, the 
Duke invited the Baronet to Lamer Towers for a 
day's shoot, and in the evening, over their port, 
they took counsel tf^ether as to the bow and the 
when the worse thaq widowed Princess and (he 
heir, her son, might secure the present chance of 
issue from the cloud which had so long lain upon 
them. 

As the old diploms^tist opened the subject with 
a few frieodly phrases th^t me^nt little, Sir Edwin 
bluntly spoke his mind. 

" Whatever n^ay come pf it, I am sorry for the 
boy-^the l^d is so thoroughly English, so frank 
and open. Why should be — the making of such 
a gentle^anr— be condemned to expatriate himself, 
to givp up everything in this country, for the 
martyrdom of a third-rate potentate's position on 
$he map of Europe ? " 

" For a man who ha^ seen so much of the world 
as you have. Sir Edwin, is not your point of view 
^rnewhat restricted ? " 

"Not at all, Duke. To my mind no bondage 
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A King's Desire 

of a throne is worth a man's liberty ; no throne is 
worth having on any terms, except the few which 
count as powers of the first class." 

"Personally I agree with you; but Imperial 
interests would gain by the presence of an 
occupant of the throne at Altenstadt so well 
disposed towards us as this British-bred lad is sure 
to be. Such a makeweight in the balance against 
the general enmity we enjoy amongst our con- 
tinental neighbours is not to be despised." 

" Then you would do something ? " 

" I mean to do something important." 
The Duke rose, opened the idboi** looked beyond, 
and closed it gently ; then dr^ his chair close* to 
his guest, and spoke low : 
" Hartmann is coming over." 

"The Minister — that means ?" 

" Prince Heinrich wants his son " 

" He does — ^and doesn't deserve to have such a 
son." 

" That is not to the purpose, my friend. Prince 
Heinrich by this time sees the necessity of patching 
up the breach with his wife." 

"There were two to make the breach — there 
should be two to make it up. Princess Heinrich 
never will." 

" Is that your opinion ? I am sorry, for a word 
from you will gp far to stiffen her resistance. To 
my mind there is no possible future for Helene 
and her son except reconciliation with the husband 

and father."rv. 
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Princess Heinrich hearkens to Reason 

** Unless they can take Conrad from her, she will 
never consent." 

*' She must be brought to consent — by persuasion 
or by fear. The heir belongs to the State." 

" Surely there is nQ law of extradition in such a 
case ? The boy is fourteen — an age of discretion, 
surely; he cannot be forcibly separated from his 
mother." 

"Nobody desires to separate them; but she 
must listen to reason, or, if not " 

" If not — does not England owe her protection ? " 

**Not in this case; we must not embroil our- 
selves so far. Thaiwedominant power in Europe 
is safe to side with ^ince Heinrich against us, and 
that game is not worth the candle. You understand 
we are not prepared to go to war on behalf of an 
injured lady, after the fashion of the old Paladins : 
we live now, not by chivalry, but by bread and 
cotton gfown in foreign parts." 

" Our * estate is the less gracious.' But what is * 
your practical outcome of this — that, so far as I 
can, I may help you, Duke, in any friendly plan on 
behalf of the lady ? " 

" I know what is expected of me at Altenstadt : 
to receive Count von Hartmann as a guest, and, 
possibly, Prince Heinrich afterwards. Hartmann 
is fond of shooting and good company : I can give 
him both— and other thlmp." 

"Undoubtedly. Perhaps i|it opportunity of 
trying his hand upon the Princess?" 

" Possibly. The Prince^ must^ be prevailed j 
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upon to join P14X circle, that shje m^y JAVjge by her 
owii observation what the change in hef projects 
means. Sb^ has shut l^i^elf too mjuch away from 
the world ; it is bad fp;: jt^je boy rio.w." 
"Shall Conra^d be inyited with her?" 
"Certainly. The opportunity is uniqpe for an 
infprn^al introcjuction to the rujing spirit of his 
future kingdom. You shall propose the yisit as 
^ambassjador from tny wife, and the jpost likely 
person to make the Priijjces^ listen to reason/' 
" If I jcan do jtjaat, it will only he by means of 

my domineering daughter." 

" Elfrida ri^Jes you, eh. Sir Edwin ? — with a rod 
qf roses. Well, she must grant a favour to her 
par/ent oncje in a way." 

" J hope so. She can turn Conrad round her little 
finger, and the boy's word is l^w to his mother." 

" I have seen that — a dai3y-chain of innocents 
strong enough to entangle a m^n. Ifave yoi^r 
own way for once, my frijeqd." 

" I mean to do so. But if ipy tyrannical gi^l 
gjets tjie better of Cpnrad and his mother, she is 
capable of demanding an invitatipn for herself." 

"Then Jet her com/e if she likes; the Dujchess 
wijl pass it over." 

This settled, they joijjed the hostess and Lady 
Sibyl Mowbray, the, daughter ; and all four sat 
down forthwith to consume the remnant of the 
evening in a harmless, household boqt at bridge. 
At that time the fascinating game was a rare exotic 
. from the East, repently intrpduped at tj^e Pprtland 
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jCJub, )yjjere the whist-players quickly caught the 
ixifectipi^, wbic)^ jia$ cr^pt in year by y^.ar and jde- 
veloped ipto ;^ social cra^e. Sir f^win ws^ taken in 
han4 a3 jjl b^giijner, and much pierriment was the 
conseqi^flce. Perpjjexed over the dignity o( the 
suits ai^ other high mysteries q( the sedujctive 
initi^Ltign, the simple soldiier proved himself no 
match {qx the diplomatic Dpke and his accomplished 
M^o^i^nk^pd. Midnight saw him tired out, and 
none too content with himself — on his drive home, 
tlie u;r^comforjtable bearer of a persijasive epistle 
fjTom t\^ Duchess to Princess Heiqrich: — 

" D^AR Heljenp,— Will you favour us with your 
pr/esenqe, and Conrad's, at our small and quiet 
house-party early next month? I will send the 
date in a day or two, but I want to make sure of 
you. I will tell you at once I have a plan for a 
mee^ng with that pld iron autocrat, ^artmann, ' 
with a view to the vindication of your rights. 
Your son's position is unassailable ; yours, it is the 
part of friisnd^ to assert and sustain, and, so to say, 
spare you the pain of standing alone on your de- 
fence. Now your opportunity comes at last You 
hold the winning card: played at the opportune 
moment, you win ; the trick let slip, you sink into 
^ pypher for life. From that fate suffer us to guard 
you. Believe me, we women can be too forgiving, 
and so be despised by those who injure us. Redress, 
if not revenge, must be the word. — So says your 
fjevotec} Friend, MAYA ]Bra^CAST]BR." 
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Next day Elfrida, in high excitement, was taken 
with her father on a ride to Ravenstow. The secret 
was kept from the children : only the prospect of 
his "first big shoot" was confided to the girl to 
tempt the boy. To Helene Sir Edwin opened the 
matter with a firmness that surprised himself. 

"Dear lady," he pleaded, "whatever you may 
determine in the end, this one chance of meeting 
your husband's official adviser on a friendly footing 
is not to be cast away." 

"Friendly? I cannot forget how, in my worst 
distress, Count von Hartmann acted the part of an 
enemy to me." 

" Your position is stronger now, and will command 
respect, even from Count Karl's venal souh Meet 
him with his own weapons of worldly wisdom, and 
you will gain the rights, the place which is your 
due." 

" But I will have all — or nothing — from my 
husband." 

" I trust you may have all. Make one trial, at 
least, to turn your old enemy into a politic friend — 
self-seeking and time-serving, no doubt, but first in 
ability to serve you. Do this, for the boy's sake." 

*' For that I would imperil my soul ! — you know 
it, Sir Edwin." 

"Then you consent to meet Count von Hart- 
mann ? " 

" I consent — at any cost." 

A quiver of the lips, a break of the voice, 
betrayed the proud and passionate heart of the 
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woman, as with outward composure Helene turned 
to meet the two young eager faces that burst into 
the blue parlour when sent for. 

Conrad had met the riders on the doorstep, and 
had been dismissed by Sir Edwin, along with his 
daughter, to ramble and confabulate in the quaint 
old garden of clipped box, among topiary sculp- 
tured forms of all manner of huge, strange animals 
in evergreen, grouped upon a carpet of emerald 
velvet round the central sundial. 

" Mummie, we are to come with you to Lamer 
Towers, Elfie and I, may we not ?" cried the young 
man, catching his breath ; " my first attempt at a 
big, big shoot ! Don't say no, dear ! " 

** I have said * yes,' Conrad, so don't talk about it 
any more till the day comes." 

" The great day — what day will it be ? " asked 
Elfrida, preparing to take no denial, no delay: 
" to-morrow ? " 

" In about a fortnight," promised her ^father. 
" But that is a serious matter of State concern ; 
be quiet and discreet." 

Having so far failed in keeping his secret, the 
pliable parent saw the two pairs of young eyes and 
lips opened wide in prospect of further revelations, 
but took alarm and held his peace, and made his 
adieux. 

The visit over, Helene took her son in hand, and 
made a virtue of necessity. Thus do parents and 
guardians prepare their charges for the wider, 
worser world of school, by a cautious revelation 
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of the mysteries of life, as preferable to the blurted 
grossness of schoolboys' initiation. Conrad was 
instructed by his mother in what could not be 
much longer concealed — his immediate rights, and 
future prospect of a crown. And the son made 
reply : 

" I will have nothing without you, mother I No 
crown, no kingdom fcur me, to give you up ! No, 
nor any father ! " 

The boy's arms clung close round Helene, strong 
and tender as a man's. 

" Tell me, tell me, mother — no one in the world 
can take you from me ? Not Prince Heinrich ? " 

" He shall not — he cannot," she whispered ; " not 
here in England. Thank God for that, dear child ! " 
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CHAPTER III 

PRINCE HEINRICH AND COUNT VON HARTMANN 

TllfeRE Was a mild grindittg of the wheels on 
which the routine bf service rolls so smoothly 
at Claridge's Hotel. A quiet, luxurious suite of 
rooms was bespoken by a natty, resourceful 
German courier for two foreign gentlemen, with 
their secretary arid suite. A whisper ran through 
the marble halls from group to group of waiters 
arid officials, exfjectatit of full information as to 
the quality and titles of the distinguished guests 
at hand. 

In due course they presented themselves; the 
Chancellor Count Karl voh liartttiann. Prime 
Mihister of Altfehst^dt, Wa^ atitiouiiced without 
dilsgUise sis a personality riot unknown to the 
mail in the street through sundry "counterfeit 
presentitients " in the illuiStrated press. The walk 
lalld tut bf ± feoldifef werfe conspicuous froni his 
first step out of thfe hotel brougham intb the 
ttltckly^earpeted rfcgibhs Withiri the fahlblis hostelry. 
His height pi*oved feibove the commbn loW standai-d 
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associated by John Bull with the inferior foreign 
sort ; his wiry build, assertive nose, close-cropped 
white hair, his black vieille moustache occasionally 
visited by a subtly satiric smile, his hawk-like eye, 
his complexion of pale mahogany with a pink 
flush, would have marked him out among any 
medley of mortal men. 

Close after him another foreign gentleman 
descended from the carriage, fuller in make, but 
not beyond bounds of elegance, fairly tall — 
although the man's port and bearing were more 
conspicuous than his stature — a face of the refined 
mould over which Time itself has less power than 
over the common potter's clay, drew all eyes upon 
the stranger, while the tone and smile with which 
he accosted the most casual comers won all who 
met him to desire his better acquaintance. 

The marked deference of Count von Hartmann 
towards his companion did not escape observation 
as they passed into their private apartments, and 
the travelling name of " Baron von Schonstein " 
went round, with meaning looks, among the vale- 
taille of the hotel and its guests. 

With closed doors, the Baron and the Count 
proceeded to open the small heaps of letters which 
awaited their arrival. After a few minutes' silent 
reading, as they sat one at each end of a buhl 
escritoire, a painful exclamation from his august 
friend startled the statesman in the midst of his 
examination of an important document, dated the 
day before from Scotland Yard, in reply to an 
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official query. A deep line between the reader's 
eyebrows gave place to a blank stare as the incog- 
nito Prince flung the paper from his hand under 
the eyes of the minister. It ran : — 

" Prince Heinrich, — You will be surprised, I 
believe, and none too happy, I know, to learn by 
my handwriting that I am still alive, still resolute 
to work against your reunion with my enemy. 
The open insults of your wife, offered to me before 
the whole Court of Altenstadt, are unforgiven, 
unforgotten, after all these years. Neither have I 
lost the bitter resentment your cruel supineness at 
that time left behind ; not one word of yours was 
spoken to uphold me, or to check her jealous envy 
of your fleeting fancy for me — ^you dare not call it 
love. If you and she should come together again 
as man and wife, your sentence of death, and hers, 
is registered in the decrees of my comrades, the 
friends of liberty, the avengers at whose mercy the 
proudest princes hold their paltry lives. Take my 
warning if you desire to live. — Your betrayed 
lover, GiSELA." 

Count von Hartmann dropped his hand, with 
the letter it held, upon the table, looked Prince 
Heinrich straight in the eyes, and bit his lips, 
silent 

" So I am watched, dogged, discovered here by 
a swarm of conspirators," said the Prince, in an 
injured tone. "The Anarchists, evidently, and 
that woman with them — my deadly enemy." 
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"Just sot Your Royal Highness holds too 
important a stake to permit a moment's hesitation. 
You must cany out your plans boldly and obtain 
possession of your heir." 

" The Princess must be protected from the 
writer ot that mad letter." 

"By every means in our power. We have 
brought our cleverest detectives, and I have made 
large demands on Scotland Yard. If any assassin 
should actually hit you in this country, we will 
exact the death penalty — be assured of that" 

" I shall feel the more valuable, if not the safer, 
during my visit at Lamer Towers," said Prince 
Heinrich, with a bitter smile. "How soon shall 
you want me there?" 

" As soon as I can assure you of access to your 
wife. Your object must be to remove Prince 
Conrad without delay to Altenstadt, where our 
methods with would-be assassins are more summary 
than in this * free ' country." 

" A woman like that ought to be confined as a 
dangerous lunatic." 

" She ought — if we could find her and put our 
hands upon her," 

** Trufe ; and when I brdke with her, she dis- 
apt>eared with the child to spite nle." 

" It was the cleverest disappearance I ever heard 
of. She must haVe cast off her old life, her name, 
her identity." 

" As an Anarchist ! I iiever Supposed she could 
have sUttk to that" 



Prince Heinrich and Von Hartmann 

"You did not^ count with the desperation of the 
woman when you cast her off." 

"That was her own doing. She insulted my 
wife — ^her light conduct made me the laughing- 
stock of the Court" 

'' Naturally. So you dismissed her, and it seems 
she took her wares to another market Beauty, 
brains, fascination — a rare find for the Brother- 
hood whose plots for the murder of monarchs are 
safely hatched in Soho." 

" Why do these English harbour such a crew ? " 

"Why, indeed! Have you not heard Carlyle's 
immortal definition of the race — * mostly fools,' 
eh?" 

"And that cap fits our English friends, you say, 
Count ? " 

"Exactly. Did not the one man of brains 
the island ever bred — Shakespeare — lay down the 
law in Hamlet's case ? * Why was he ever sent to 
England? It's no great matter there, it will not 
be seen in him ; there the men are as mad 
as he!'" 

" I suppose Shakespeare knew everything." 

" He did ; and since his time, three centuries 
have developed the hereditary tendency. Why 
else do they build country palaces for the lodging 
of lunatics and idiots? That proves insanity 
increases fast." 

" Yet I know one Englishman of great ability : 
our friend, the Duke of Brancaster." 

"A notable exception. But, you forget, he is 
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half Scotch. The breed itnproves, I allow, when 
crossed with the Gael or the Celt." 

"You speak like DarWin. Was not he, too, a 
better specimen ? " 

" Than the ruck of his countrymen ? Ja wohl ! 
A jabbering community of anthropoid apes, out 
of date with the whole world as a survival of the 
unfit/' 

Having delivered himself of this sweeping con- 
demnation, the distinguished Anglophobe pro- 
ceeded with his preparations for the visit to Lamer 
Towers next day. 
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CHAPTER IV 

"AS ITHERS SEE US " 

The Duchess entertained somewhat elastic ideas 
touching the reception of friends " in a small, quiet 
way." She was desirous to please and impress the 
foreign statesman, so the self-denying phrase was 
stretched to cover a house-party of thirty guests, 
including the first choice of what the county could 
supply. Ancient debts and modern death-duties 
had suppressed many of the old families ; of those 
who remained, all were not able to dress and 
disburse up to the mark at ducal hospitalities — 
so declined them. Of the new millionaire order 
which superseded the old rule of blue blood, some 
were, and some were not, worthy to be received 
into the mansion of so magnificent a magnate as 
the local land-god set up at Lamer Towers. 

The chaff was carefully sifted from the wheat 
by the judicious Duchess ; the golden grain was 
prudently mixed with a leaven of such leading 
politicians as might suitably consort with her lord 
and the important foreign guests. A few tAte 
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combinations of brain achievement and social 
prestige were selected in the persons of a great 
editor, an author of world-wide renown, and a 
stray democratic Bishop; these last were thrown 
in as spicing to the artistic blend of the beau- 
monde and intelligent class, so deftly mixed by 
fair hands used to dabble in diplomacy. 

On the first day, guests arrived as selected for a 
business-like shoot: good shots only. Of their 
womankind, barely the few indispensable. These 
were, the Princess, who came with her son ; Elfrida, 
the irrepressible, with her father; Lady Honeywood, 
a last year's bride, mature of summers, determined, 
as she openly avowed, to stick by her husband now 
she had got him. 

After a long day's hard sport, this intimate 
circle gathered into the drawing-room, the men 
exhausted, the women pre-occupied with prospects 
of the near future. Elfrida, left to herself, lively 
and alert, looked about her with some distressful 
thoughts of her own position in view ot the high 
doings impending. She observed her dear, 
motherly Princess transformed into a queen every 
inch, by the handiwork of fairy, foreign fingers, in 
her stately robe of dark velvet draped with lace, 
which worthily matched itself with her inborn grace 
and dignity. 

The Duchess, too, was encased in a confection of 
elaborate wonderment; chiffon, embroidery, and 
rustling silk past calculation, with a mild develop- 
jiient of diamonds. The girl looked round at 
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Lady Sibyl — only her senior by a few years — and 
the dainty frock of virginal white, so perfect in its 
simplicity, smote the younger girl with a sense of 
her own inferiority hard to bear. 

There was a wait before dinner : Lady Honey- 
wood had failed to arrive. She had run up to 
town for new toilettes, under command to join her 
lord at Lamer Towers early that day. Three times 
a ducal carriage met the train and failed to produce 
her. At last she drove up to the door after the 
belated dinner-bell was due. She rushed upstairs, 
tumbled into her gown with the assistance of an 
energetic maid, and reached the drawing-room 
half an hour late ; but as everybody there was 
familiar with her ladyship's ways, it did not much 
matter. 

The interim had been useful to Elfrida. She 
recaptured her rightful chum, Conrad, and piti- 
fully explained to him the sad fact that she was in 
fear of being shut out of the company on the 
more important nights coming on, because of her 
youth. 

" And you know, dear," she pleaded, " I am 
beautifully behaved and old enough for anything." 

Her Prince was in a gracious humour, unwilling 
to refuse the girl's desire while nobody seemed 
inclined to deny him anything. He went straight 
up to the Duchess, and put his playmate's case 
with due force and decision. The hostess 
smilingly replied : 

** My dear Conrad, this request is too sweet ot 
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you' — be sure your wish is l^w to us: t^U Elfrid^ 
she shall do whatever she likes in this hpi|^." 

The girl watched their lips and eyes, and with a 
mind set at ease on the vital point, began puzzling 
her young brains on the clothes question, ^nd 
wondering vaguely, ** Will Sibyl help me out of it ? 
I could get into one of her frocks, I am sure, and 
look as old as she is/' 

Not another word could pass between Elfrida 
and Conrad that night. Separated at table, they 
were parted by a summons to bed, whispered to 
Elfrida before the men — and the boy — had rallied 
to the deserted wall-flowers in the drawing-room. 

The next day's shooting-party was honoured by 
the arrival of Count von Hartniann, in time to join 
the informal field luncheon and afternoon's sport. 
The foreign sportsman's prowess proved the 
sensation of the day, and even won him the 
homage of home-bred keepers and beaters. Quite 
a brilliant little crowd moved about the house, as 
carriage after carriage deposited quipk-coming 
guests, and more and merrier reinforcements were 
booked for eight o'clock dinner. At ^ quarter 
before that witching hour, the great drawing-i^OQUi 
chairs and couchps were filled by the fair, and 
gallantly graced by the attendance of their faithful 
lords and squires. 

Elfrida, in her haste to be ready, had hurried her 
maid and lost much time. Two or three minutes 
before the chimes sounded their musipal call to 
dinner, she faced the concourse, reining herself in 
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tight with a steady hand. In another n^oment she 
was all hjit unnerved by the sudden gaze fixed upon 
her by GV^ry eye in the room. Tall for her years 
and gracefully slender, she was draped half-high to 
the neck Jn soft creaniy silk, which filled in and 
dissembled the imperfections of unfledged girlhood. 
Her dark brown hair, coiled and tricked out by a 
clever maid, added wonderfully to her apparent 
age; her face, under the general observation, 
crimsoned with startled modesty. 

Conrad, awestruck, ejaculated under his breath : 
" Gott im Himmel ! " as he opened his eyes upon 
thp entrancing vision with a presentiment beyond 
the brotherly afTection of a boy. Red as an 
opening rosebud Elfrida stood, confused under the 
general gaze, as her father strode up to meet her 
with the implied reproof: 

" This IS not my daughter." 

H^r eyes sank before his, their licjs a-tremble 
li^ith suppressed tears. The Princess c^me forward, 
just in time to covqr the child's confusion with a 
comforting arm laid on her shoulder and a kiss on 
her hot cheek* 

Then the stately procession formed; the host 
gave his ^rm to Princess Heinrich, the Duchess 
followed with Conrad, almost as complete a trans- 
formation fis ^Ifrida's, in his dress-suit, and the 
precocious manly air with which he bore his new 
honours. Count von Hartmann was purposely 
pj^ed on Helene's right, where he fretted and 
fumed at his dinner partner, Lady Honeywood, 
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apportioned to him in virtue of her precedence,, 
although the merest chit with a fresh f^cc would 
have pleased the statesman better. Elfrida was 
told off to her old chum, Frank Berington, a 
bachelor of semi-discreet years, and with a flow of 
animal spirits that kept the ball rolling wherever 
he went. Well off, he knew nothing of the cares 
of life, and had small sympathy to spare for those 
who were better acquainted with such drawbacks. 
From his own point of view, he made a fairly good 
thing out of his life by an impartial division of his 
abundant leisure between his recherchi rooms at 
the Albany, his haunts in Clubland, and a " down- 
right rattling good hunting county." For this, his 
means were competent, although not ample enough 
for the heavy cost of a wife worthy of his accep- 
tance. That evening, Elfrida broke upon him, for 
the first time, in a new light : no more as a mere 
child in his eyes, she received from him her 
initiation into the talk and ideas of grown-up 
young-ladyhood — as understood by so fine a 
gentleman. 

"How thoughtful of the dear Duchess to give ' 
you to me. Miss Elfrida, at your very first dinntr- 
party. You are pleased, I hope ? " he asked, with 
insinuating deference. 

"Quite so, Mr Berington," said the damsel, 
with divine condescension; "all the better that 
this is not our first merry meeting." 

" Nor the last — if I'm in luck. I want to teach 

you " 
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" Teach me ? No ! " 

" Well^ have already — how to ride." 

" Ye-e» — but you took me in hand well grounded 
by my papa and my Shetland pony." 

** So you were — and I am proud of you now as 
an intrepid horsewoman." 

The girl smiled as she drank in the pleasant 
appreciation. 

"So now you must be taught to steer men 
and women in society as carefully as your 
mount." 

" How am I to do that ? " asked Elfrida, with a 
puzzled child's stare of wonderment 

" By becoming an adept in the fine arts of con- 
versation, flirtation, and the invention of amiable 
tarradiddles — this, believe me, is the most im- 
portant part of your education." 

" I can't see that at all." 

" Of course not ; but others can. By those 
accomplishments alone you can hold your place as 
— what you were born to become." 

" And what is that ? " 

"A successful Society star of the first mag- 

liitHde." 

" But I have done nothing " 

" Nor need you — beyond what I tell you. That 
sweet face of yours is enough to make us all your 
slaves." 

The girl was struck dumb for several moments ; 
then said, with quiet reluctance : 

" I should hate to be taken up like a wax doll — 
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merely for the look of me. Please don't talk like 
that to me any more, Mr Bprington," 

" Well — ^you will have to resign ypurself when 
you are older, and, in th? meantime, Ipt jnp give 
you one caution. You jiist escaped coming down 
late for dinner. You mqst never do thftt; 'tis a 
serious social sin." 

" Sin ! What a notion ! " 

" But it is ; only you are so fresh and 
unsophisticated." 

'* If I am, less so than Lady Honeywood over 
there. She was half an hour late last evening." 

" As a matter of course^— for her. She's erratic." 

" Erratic ! What dp yo\x mean by that ? " 

" She belongs to a rapidly-fpcreasing sect among 
the best people. AU engagements made on the 
spur of the moment, and broken at any tin^e they 
prove inconvenient — like the proverbial pie-prust 
of which promises are composed." 

" How very rude and awkward for everybody j " 

** Not for the real upper crust People of that 
kind expect the second quality to give in to their 
convenience as to a Royal command." 

"My papa would not put up with that — n^ithi^f 
would I." 

*' Not you — born to rule. And Lady Honpy wood 
does sometimes go too far and fast." 

" She does — when her horse gets his headr-r^nd 
plump she goes — off her saddle into a ditc:h ! " 

" Just so : and she is in the habit of going off her 
head as well." 
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'* In what way, do you mean ? " 

" Ip all §prts of ways. She wilj invite people to 
Honeywood — to stay, I mepin — and when they 
drive up on the d^^y fixed, the housekeeper meet3 
them with a long face, and the news that her lady-f 
ship has gone up to town." 

" And his lordship ? What does he dp in that 
predicament ? " 

" Wires to his wife to come down at once." 

" And she ? '' 

"Disappoints him, train after train, and, when 
they have given her up, arrives late at night to 
rouse the bouse." 

" How uncomfortable ! " 

" For her husband, yes." 

" She is not pretty to look at — quite old^— 'why 
did he marry her?" 

"Why, indeed? He told his friends frankly 
beforehand there were two courses open to him : tp 
sell his ancestral estates, or hiniself. He was wise 
enough to part with the less valuable property." 

" What was that ? " 

" H}^ own handsome person." 

" How could he do that ? We dpn't sqU hpinan 
beings in England." 

" Don't we ? " 

" No, surely. J know they sell n^en and women 
^s slaves in savage countries where pap^ is fond of 
travelling." 

" And sp they do in England ; only our Wfiys are 
more civilised.'* 
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" What ways ? " 

" The honourable way of marriage, for instance. 
What do you suppose our fair friend yonder 
brought Lord Honeywood in exchange for a 
coronet ? " 

"No What?" 

" A million of money." 

" What did he want all that for ? " 

" You won't understand if I tell you. She paid 
all the debts off his estates." 

** Oh ! . . . I think I can see. You mean, he 
married her for the sake of her money." 

" Exactly, Miss Elfrida ; you have hit it off, by 
Jove ! " 

" So he sold himself to be her husband ? " 

« He did." 

" Wasn't that very mean of him ? " 

** Very lucky for him ! When a fellow's hard up, 
a rich wife is like a fairy godmother." 

"Does the lady know?" asked Elfrida, in low 
tones, with a puzzled glance across the table. 

"Whether or not, she does not care. Honey- 
wood has made her a peeress, so most people pity 
him, and put up with her." 

"Count von Hartmann doesn't. There! He 
will hardly look at her." 

" The old fellow can be rude when it suits him. 
But how cleverly he has wormed himself into 
conversation with Princess Heinrich — such a 
determined woman, and so prejudiced against 
him." 
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" Why should she dislike him ? Do you know ? 
If you do, please tell me." 

" No, no ; I don't dare." 

" Why not ? " 

" Because you are such a dear, simple, old-world 
girl ; you know nothing at all about life." 

"But I want to know. Old? — So I am, quite 
old enough to know everything, at my age." 

"Not yet, Miss Elfrida. Your father is so 
careful of you. I would not displease him for the 
world." 

" That is different," said Elfrida, disappointed, 
and she fell silent till the Duchess rose. 

Count von Hartmann assumed his privilege as a 
foreign guest to leave the gentlemen's symposium 
after a few minutes, and pursue his advantage with 
his former foe, Princess Heinrich. They strolled 
into the conservatory, which opened out of the 
drawing-room as a spacious winter-garden, roofed 
with stately palms and bright with every dazzling 
hue of exotic leaf and flower. Now and then they 
were interrupted by the Duchess or Conrad, 
the others not venturing to break in upon their 
conference. 

"So your Royal Highness admits your son is 
quite an Englishman ? " said Count Karl, with an 
adroit air of mingled deference and disapproval. 

" In a manner, yes. But he has lived all his life 
with me, and I have not yet withdrawn all my 
thoughts from the Fatherland." 

"I am glad to hear that But our children 
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are apt to exaggerate the bent they take from 
us. Your Royal Highness is partial to the 
English ? " 

" More so that you can be, I suppose/* 

"I confess my leanings do not Incline that 
way. Prince Cohrad, at his age, must shortly go 
to some less Indulgent school than your home — 
for his own good, I mean. You are sensible of 
that ? " 

** Perfectly so. Up to the present, I have been 
greatly helped in the choice of his tutors by my 
friend, the Duke of Brancaster.'* 

" You could not have chosen better. Princess.*' 

" And, by the Duke's advice, my son has been 
prepared for a public school." 

" And you have thought of that ? " 

" Yes, I have thought of Eton." 

" But you have not quite made up your mind ? 
You will let us know your wishes, I trust ; they 
will carry great weight with his father." 

" My wishes are opposed to any sudden, extreme 
change in my boy's bringlng-up. Let him pursue 
his studies here In the country of his birth ; let him 
visit Altenstadt, at first, as a pleasant holiday 
resort, and grow gradually into his changed 
position. There is hardly a Prince in Europe who 
could find fault with an English education for his 
heir." 

"Prince Heinrich would never object to what 
would please you best ; but Eton ! You, as a 
Royal lady, cannot know — 1 dare not ev^fi i^^ention 
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ifl yotir pfesence — the temptations that assail a 
young lad, at the most suspectible age, in the 
corrupt atmosphere of an Eton boy's life." 

The Princess drew herself up before she 
answered : 

"My son*s principles are already formed — but 
Eton is supposed to send out the best men. Was 
it not said that Waterloo was won on the playing- 
fields of Eton ? " 

"That was a German victory. Etonians have 
lost battles since the English have gone to war 
without us." 

" You are all for the Fatherland, Count." 

The Count bowed, in evident displeasure. 

"Princess Heinrich, take the faithful advice of 
one who knows what he speaks of. Do not send 
your son to an English public school." 

" He could be privately prepared for Oxford." 

" Oxford ! That is the place where they graduate 
— oh yes ! in every iniquity." 

" At that seat of learning ? " 

" What kind of learning ? Athletics — good : but 
not to live for that and nothing else." 

" Is that the custom at Oxford ? " 

"Well — no. They cultivate other accomplish- 
ments. How to squander, how to make debts — 
sometimes, how to marry beneath them. Oxford 
and Cambridge are the hot-beds where all the idle, 
worthless, corrupt young fellows are turned out to 
eat up their country at home, and lead its armies 
abroad to defeat and destruction." 
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"You hate the English with a perfect hatred, 
Count Are you not prejudiced?" 

"Forgive me, Princess, if, in this respect, our 
point of view is not identical." 

"You forget, Count, this country has been a 
second home to me in my distress — the birthplace 
of my son." 

As Helene spoke, the Duchess entered and over- 
heard the last words. She came forward and 
brought her feminine tact to bear. 

" A second home — it has been our gain and our 
happiness to make it so. Has the Count fully ex- 
plained to you the importance of your position 
now ? " 

Count Karl, who had risen, bowed low as he 
replied : 

*' I have put myself at the Princess's dis- 
posal with my dutiful request for her favourable 
decision." 

" Then I may tell you, Helene, I have received 
a most straightforward, friendly letter from your 
husband. He places himself, and the interests of 
his son, entirely in your hands ; he makes but one 
request." 

" What request — from me ? " 

"That you would consent to meet him once 
again, for Conrad's sake." 

" He asks me a hard thing — to see, to speak to 
him. Would you have me do it, Maya ? " 

" I would, dear, because of the boy." 

At this mpment the last-named appeared within 
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the glass doors. Helene lifted her finger to bar 
the discussion, and the adroit statesman drew the 
young Prince into an interesting chat concerning 
his prospects, mingled with the highest praise of 
Prince Heinrich as the most accomplished Prince 
and desirable father in the world. 

Thus a truce was closed for that evening, and 
the two great ladies rejoined the company. 

That night, in her own room, after their prayers 
together, Helene, by a sudden impulse, put the 
question to her son: 

" Conrad, would it be your wish that your father 
and I should meet to decide upon what we are to 
do with you ? " 

The young autocrat hesitated a moment. He 
had long since discerned there was something 
amiss, but his snatches of information from his 
mother's lips had been too restrained and indefinite 
to make him really acquainted with her wrongs, 
and her reluctance, as a wife, to overlook them. 
To her honour, she had been reticent so far with her 
son that he had received no definite impression 
concerning the paternal past. He took a merciful 
view, saying gently : 

** If you ask me, mother, I should be very glad 
that you and my father could meet" 

The morrow was a repetition, on a modified 
scale, of the dissipations of the day before ; these 
w^e varied after dinner by cards for the staid 
folk, and a carpet dance for " the young people, 
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as the Duchess said somewhat . pointedly to Lady 
Honey wood, clinching the restriction by, 

" I do not dance, now Sibyl is to be presented in 
t he spring." ' 

The elderly bride understood the broad hint, 
and took possession of a quaint nook at a far 
corner of the room, as a harbour for herself and 
a small coterie. Thither she enticed two of her 
juvenile partners, Tom Paton and Harry Mostyn, 
to whom she was worth consideration in view of 
her lord's preserves. To her entered Sapphira 
Lady Constable, a county magnate's grave and 
irreproachable spouse, Lady Honeywood's co-eval 
in years, though not m the surviving spirit of 
youth. They had been schoolfellows of yore, 
and the bitterness of their girlish wrangles had 
not all died out. To Lady Honeywood her 
schoolmate had stuck as a life -long thorn. 
Femme d pritensions still, she was habitually 
baited by this *' dearest friend," who gloried in her 
own fifty-five years, broad " garden-path " parting, 
and complexion of unpowdered mahogany, while 
boasting with complacence of the excellent marriage 
which had placed her higher in the world than her 
handsome sisters. She was an old resident in the 
land, and for many years her receptive mind was 
an " abstract and brief chronicle of the time," not 
always over-nice as to veracity. 

As the Peri at the Gates of Pa^tidise, poor Lady 
Honeywood sat watching the witching spin she 
might not join that night, even at the pressing 
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petition of a brace of boys, too keen on their 
shooting prospects to forsake her for girlish 
partners. But the restraint that tied their legs 
had no power upon the eyes or tongues of the 
two young gentlemen, who followed the Prince's 
doings with a zest and curiosity that stuck at 
nothing. 

Evidently, Elfrida held sway as Conrad's 
favourite. After their second dance they dis- 
appeared, and the two young men's necks craned 
out of the cosy corner to watch them wandering 
into the winter-garden. An exclamation escaped 
the one, caught up by the other: 

" By Jove, old man ! you didn't see that ? " 

" By George ! but I did, though ! " 

" Sir Edwin's spoiled child is the making of a 
splendid girl — but that little Prince is quite too 
previous. I'd whip him and send him to school, 
if I had my way." 

"Just so," said the brother masher. **But I 
wouldn't object to a spin with the girl. She's tall 
enough for fifteen or sixteen." 

"So she is — that's the right time! — and she 
might pass " 

Lady Constable interrupted : 

" She might pass for a lady by birth, if her father 
had an ounce of common-sense or propriety." 

Lady Honeywood opened her eyes wide as she 
put the question : 

" Sapphira, dear, what do you mean ? " 

" I mean, Carolina, when Sir Edwin got rid ot 
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that wife of his, years ago, he should have secured 
the services of a gentlewoman — not a mere 
governess — to keep his little chit in her right place, 
not stuck up as an equal among us — a girl with a 
mother like that." 

" Who was her mother ? " 

" A fascinating foreigner of some kind. Pretty 
enough to look at — a face — that's what fools you 
men." 

"Not in every case," said the younger swain, 
with a gallant bow ; " some of us are sensible of a 
woman's higher qualities." 

"Yes — some few exceptions there are. My 
husband chose me among my beautiful sisters, who 
used to call me the fright of the family." 

" But you have been good-looking, dear," alleged 
Carolina, as a softening circumstance. 

Lady Constable drew herself up with the carriage 
of an iron bar, protesting : 

" I never heard any mention of looks in connec- 
tion with me. There are women who trade on 
their appearance. That Lady Fountaine was one 
of them. We never knew who she was, nor where 
he fished her up. He brought her here after one 
of his long rambles over the world. The child with 
her they said was two years old — but looked nearer 
four. I believe Elfrida is quite fourteen now." 

" Then why do they disguise her age, Sapphira ? " 

" Oh, how should I know ? Perhaps they were 
not married as soon as they ought to have been, 
and the heiress's legitimacy had to be protected." 
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The two young men fixed an incredulous stare 
upon the speaker and evinced a disposition to 
giggle, but the next moment looked grave under 
the threat of deepening lines that seamed the lady's 
lofty brow. 

''So he had to get rid of his bad bargain," 
observed Carolina. "He ought to have married 
again — some nice woman. Don't you think so, 
Sapphif a ? " 

"Could he, though? He was hunted hard 
enough by mothers and daughters. But how did 
they know ? The wife disappeared, but we never 
heard about her death." 

At this point Frank Berington sauntered in 
carelessly. He had shot occasionally over the 
Honeywood preserves, but his means and manners 
were independent. Suitable salutations passed, 
Berington enquired : 

" I hope you did not suffer, Lady Honeywood, 
after your little mishap at the Hunt ? I have not 
seen you in the saddle since." 

" Hunting ! * cried Sapphira. " My dear Caro- 
lina, you don't mean to say ! " 

"My doctor ordered me to keep on doing the 
usual things." 

"Then you shouldn't! / wouldn't dream 
of doing such things at the dictation of any 
doctor. We are both too old, you and I, my 
dear." 

The two youths, with a wink of mutual under- 
standing, made protest : 

5S 



A King^s Desire 

" But Lady Honeywood was a bride only last 
year," said one. 

< " And she looks so young," added his con- 
federate. 

"She looks well enough," snapped Sapphira; 
"very well indeed, for an elderly woman. But 
what's the good of putting the clock back or 
forward? You can't cheat old Time. He writes 
the age, within a few months, on every face he 
touches." 

" My dear Sapphira " 

" I know your age exactly, my dear ; we were 
girls together. You have no right to run such risks. 
Hunting, at your age ! I left that off years ago." 

This was too much. The victim fled before the 
tormentor, and had recourse to the card-players to 
soothe her perturbed spirits. 

Next morning, at an unearthly hour. Count von 
Hartmann's valet vociferated his master's request 
for his bath at the chamber door of a couple of 
drowsy housemaids. Those functionaries indig- 
nantly started up, and jumped into their clothes 
with exclamations : 

"My! don't we work hard for this foreign 
visitor, and he's but a mean screw, when all's said 
and done ! " 

" So he is ! and calls us up in the middle of the 
night, and all about nothing. His bath indeed ! 
when we know he's only shamming to wash. 
Them foreigners never do it." 
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Sooth to say, Count Karl's matutinal toilet was 
made on the lines laid down for Frederick the 
Great in his boyhood, an exiguous allowance df 
minutes being fixed for the operation. The Count 
tumbled out of bed, into his boots, "Beiokleid," 
and frock-coat, exercised his tooth-brush for some 
seconds — he had no hair worth brushing — and 
suffered his valet to button him up to the chin 
spick and span, swallowed his coffee in haste, 
demanded an equipage, and drove to Bishopstow. 
He wired by a private cypher to Prince Heinrich 
at Claridge's : — 

"Princess returns to Ravenstow to-morrow. 
Arrive here next day. Strike boldly for your 
rights and you will get them." 
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CHAPTER V 

"BLESSED ARE THE PEACEMAKERS" 

Preceded by a posse of detectives from Scotland 
Yard, and attended by his own police in guise of 
his suite, Prince Heinrich took his life in his hand 
to Lamer Towers, with the purpose of winning 
back a wife whose adhesion to his fortunes had 
become of vital importance to his honour and 
welfare as an expectant sovereign. Against the 
other woman and her plots of revenge, he armed 
himself with resolution and police protection ; 
against the mother of his heir he could find 
no manner of defence, should she decide to 
make him suffer now for the wrong of years 
gone by. 

The statesman had neglected no precaution. 
The Prince's incognito was preserved, and two 
close carriages were sent to meet him at the 
station. His secretary accompanied him, two 
astute German detectives attended as his courier 
and valet. These men thoroughly understood 
English, and the art of keeping eyes and ears 
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open with a shut mouth. The Duke was warned 
by Count Karl that although his illustrious guest 
was not yet an actual reigning sovereigti, his 
peculiar position required even more protoctldfi 
than that usually extended to foreign potentates 
in England. So his arrival was timed to take 
place after dark, and dinner over, the Prince and 
the Minister were considerately left to themselves. 
The Count encouraged his royal friend with bold 
assurances. 

" This house, you see, is entirely at the disposal 
of your Royal Highness ; no guests left, except 
ourselves ; you can visit the Princess without 
obstacle or observation." 

" Shall you come with me ? " 

"You had better not take me. I am not, and 
I never ^ks, persona grata with youf wife. Take 
your secretary to announce you, and insist upon 
your admission/' 

*' What ! alone ? " 

** Assuredly. No one can help you there. Go 
to her house, uninvited, unexpected, ask for the 
Priricess, and refuse to be denied." 

" Is that the best way to recover my authority 
over my son?" 

'* Absolutely the only way. Bold measures 
are best with women." 

" But my wife is unlike most women." 

"In some waysj "I gfant, she is above her sex. 
But they are all ^j^ike in that- — made for their 
master, man." 
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" I had best take your word for it, my good 
friend" 

* And my advice is, insist upon seeing her, and 
rM^iain with her as long as possible." 

** Will she abide me — long ? " 

"That depends upon your tact and determina- 
tion. Let a man have his wife all to himself, 
apart from outsiders' meddling, and he will make 
what he likes of her — or if not, either he is a 
bungler or the woman is not worth his while." 

"To me, my wife is worth — whatever she may 
cost me." A dark look emphasised the meaning. 
The statesman leant his head upon his hand, with 
a stern reply : 

" You play the great game of life, for sovereign 
power : you win, or " 

" Perish by the assassin's hand. Better so than 
to waive my birthright Do you know the feeling ? 
Caesar's insatiable desire to be first in his own 
village, as I would be at Altenstadt?" 

A sneer accompanied the statesman's glance and 
reply : 

" Ambition, they call that. Power I have h^ld 
most of my time, while often yielding place to a 
feeble king. Your Royal Highness, I trust, will 
play the man, govern as well as reign." 

" If I am not cut off first, I will be a strong 
king; but my day is not yet" 

" It must come soon. Our jjfovereign has surely 
met his death-blow in the loss of Prince Albrecht ; 
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he is fast following his son." 
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" To-morrow, then, I shall seek my wife with the 
near prospect of a throne." 

" And we shall soon know Her Highness** mind, 
and, I trust, leave this country where your lifQftfi 
threatened every day by that madwoman." 

" With the Anarchist colony of England at her 
back." 

" Ach Gott ! that is true ; thirty thousand ot 
them domiciled in their dismal metropolis, and they 
call that liberty." 

" Amazing ! Is there no remedy to be found ? " 

"None whatever, by a brainless people. No- 
body would endure it patiently, but your great big 
blunderer John Bull and his hypocritical Govern- 
ment. But we are forewarned and have taken our 
precautions." 

Thus resolute to carry his purpose through. 
Prince Heinrich drove to Ravenstow Manor, and 
sent in his travelling name to his long-alienated 
wife. Already prepared for his visit, Helene sent 
a courteous reply, and he was ushered into her 
favourite blue parlour, alone. 

jThe waiting minutes seemed slow to Heinrich as 
the faded memories came back upon him; with 
keenly painful thoughts he recalled the girlish 
bride, the wife of a few years of youth, and asked 
himself remorsefully, what is she now? He was 
answered by the,^fi|*st glance, as Helene entered 
the room and MIIIk!" to meet his eye, a noble 
picture fitly frameif 1[^y her historic surroundings. 

As they faced tech other, the husband gave a 
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start of surprise. What dignity and charm Helena 
had gained under the burden of her sorrow ! The 
pure lines and delicate curves of her features 
unaltered, their bloom scarce faded yet ; the spells 
of deep feeling cast upon her eyes and lips with 
more than atoning loveliness for the flower of 
vanished spring. 

The Prince stood transfixed for a moment, then 
approached his wife and bent before her as he 
raised her hand to his lips. The action was so 
spontaneous, so touched with the tender humility 
of an offender who seeks for pardon, not excuse, 
that Helene, turning away her face from the 
husband she had loved too well, yet suffered his 
caress. 

" Helene, my wife," — he ventured on the old 
endearing names, " I have sought you now because 
I am warned that within a short space — if still 
alive — I shall be called to the throne. Remember, 
your equal right to that place, and power for good, 
must not be cast away because your husband has 
lost your love." 

There was a force beneath the submissive tone of 
this appeal — the strength, the will, of a man whose 
hand possessed the key to unlock the doors of a 
greater, brighter world to the aspiring woman so 
long bound down in worse than widowhood. But 
the witching song seemed to have wasted its charm 
as she turned her eyes upon her husband with silent 
anguish. 

Again and again he pressed her to accept the 
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high state which it was her right to share, not 
daring to plead for any nearer claim. Again and 
again he told himself, with inward curses, how far 
more worth she was than any meaner charms 
to which he had succumbed through the baser 
polygamous instinct that wars with man's nobler 
spirit 

An answer he would have: perhaps too pre- 
mature in his eager haste. At last Helene gathered 
up her strength, proudly calm, though pale with 
emotion, and said her say: 

"You have known me too well — even to my 
inmost soul. You rightly guess, I would have 
shared a high destiny with you as the crown of a 
happy love — but to accept that after .... No — 
how can I speak of it? The profanation of our 
marriage tie, the misery, the shame.*' 

" As a faultless wife, have you no faith in repent- 
ance that atones in the eye of God ? " 

**God forbid that I should judge you— only, 
please, if you have any regard for my feelings, do 
not move me to despise myself." 

*• There are tears in your eyes, but no relenting, 
Helene, I would give away the crown I should 
inherit to win back the old ties between us." 

With a scornful turn of her head and a catch in 
her voice, Helene sternly repressed her tears and 
turned to another theme. 

" Your son, whom j^u have never seen, will now 
be claimed by the State ? " 

" Yes ; you touch there upon my great anxiety. 
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Hoiift will Conrad look upon me as his father, 
having lived so long with you as if you were his 
only lyrent ? You have not brought him up to 
hate me ? " 

" No fear of that — no sorrow of mine shall ever 
make your son unnatural." 

" What have you told him ? What does he 
know ? " 

"Conrad knows nothing — beyond the fact that 
circumstances parted us, with which he. has no 
concern." 

" You are a noble woman, Helene." 

**When you desire it, I must part with him. 
Let it not be too soon. I am trying to school 
myself to the sacrifice." 

" Helene ! Fear nothing of the kind. My only 
desire is that he should take the place that belongs 
to him as my heir, in presence of his mother as the 
partner of my royal rank at least, though your 
heart be closed against me. I want our pact to be. 
the union of trusty councillors and staunch friends 
for Conrad's sake. Though as a wife you deny 
my claim upon you, how can you deny the most 
sacred right of nature — the duty of a mother to 
her son ? " 

Helene trembled and spoke with effort : 

" Say no more to me now — give it time." 

"You shall not be pressed, although the exig- 
encies of my position are serious. You yourself 
shall decide upon our ultimate course, as it bears 
upon the interest and happiness of our son." 
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** That IS generous ; and your wishes will Cifry 
weight with me in any matter concerning hinL^^ 

" For the present, I have only one wish :jfcl me 
see the boy." 

Helene made no answer, but left the room. The 
husband and father paced up and down the small 
chamber with an impatient recklessness that 
endangered some of its treasures. A boy's lively 
food-tread reached his ears from outside, the door 
flew open and Conrad met his father's eyes. His 
hjgh-bred look and remarkable beauty struck the 
i.siPrince with wonder and delight "Conrad, my 
' son!" "My father, my dear father!" were the 
words heard by Helene, as she followed into the 
room, and saw the two locked in an embrace. 

What could woman more ? Neither was her 
husband slow to see his advantage and to use it. 

"Will you allow Conrad to spend a few days 
with me at Lamer Towers?" he petitioned, 
boldly. 

Helene cast an enquiring look upon her son, who 
said, eagerly : 

" Yes, yes, mother, dear I Say yes." 

She turned to the Prince, repeating : 

"Yes, for a few days. When do you want 
him ? " 

" To-day : let me take him with me. Send for 
him when you like : I give you my promise to let 
him go the moment you desire it." 

She hesitated. Conrad took the case into his 
own masterful hm ds, saying: 
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*^ To-day— with father. That is as it should 
be, and mamma and I always do everything we 
ought — ^whatever her boy asks her. Don*t we, 
dearie ? " 

And the mother assented with a smile. 
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CHAPTER VI 

ONE WOMAN AGAINST THE WORLD 

The Minister received Prince Heinrich's report of 
the visit with qualified approval, summing up the 
situation : 

** The presence of your son at Lamer Towers is 
a triumph of our policy ; now the Princess must 
be induced to join you here." 

** Will that be possible ? " 

" It must be accomplished. The Duchess will 
help us, and Sir Edwin must be invited — if 
possible, without his intolerable child. He is the 
friend who can do the most to bring the Princess 
to reason." 

" She will choose her own course now." 

" She must choose between parting with her son 
or putting up with her position as your wife." 

" She will hold out against that, I fear." 

"And your Royal Highness will make believe 
to humour her in her obstinate resistance to my 
advice ; but all these good people will play into my 
hands." 
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The grim black moustache gave sundry twists 
of amusement as Count Karl propounded his 
plans. 

All worked with him ; the Duchess did his 
bidding; Conrad, too, wrote to his mother quite 
artlessly, with stronger persuasion than any state- 
craft could devise. Helen was pushed to the 
womanly last resort of seeking a friend to help her 
in coming to terms with her own mind. 

Sir Edwin Fountaine was the next at hand, and 
the nearest in her confidence. They had been 
neighbours during the eight years since the 
Princess had taken up her abode at Ravenstow. 
There she had made a settled home, on quitting 
her first harbour of refuge, a favourite sea-side 
resort recently risen on an outlying Ducal territory, 
where Conrad was born. At the time of her 
flitting from thence to the Brancasters' immediate 
neighbourhood, the clamour of the county on the 
disappearance of the beautiful foreign Lady 
Fountaine had not yet died down, and Helene did 
not take too readily to the derelict husband as an 
intimate. By degrees she came to know this reti- 
cent man as a friend worthy of her trust, and more 
of her own way of thinking and living than the 
prosperous Ducal couple, kind as they were. 

At .the Princess's summons he rode over to 
Ravenstow without delay, and gave her his frank 
judgment 

" I know your country, and the strong prejudice 
against England that prevails there. I see the 
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necessity that your son should be educated at 
Altenstadt, in view of his future rights/' 

"Then I fear my place in his life ^ Helen 

paused, as if in pain. 

" Your place is unassailable ; you must take it, 
and hold it, Princess Heinrich," 

" I left my husband — ^you know the cause " 

"To my mind, you were amply justified. But 
then, you did not stand upon the steps of a 
throne. In these cases, other women may seek 
redress ; for a royal wife there can be none." 

" Before the world, you mean, she must submit 
to her husband ? *' 

"The more so, when an heir is in question. 
You cannot pull down the prop of your son's 
inheritance for the sake of your personal wrong." 

" Is that your last word. Sir Edwin, as my 
friend ? " 

" It is. Princess. Were you my sister, I should 
speak as I do, only more boldly." 

"If you say I must, I will go to meet Prince 
Heinrich at Lamer Towers. You will be there 
with me?" 

"I shall be there — as your friend; but between 
you and your husband, God alone must be your 
witness and guide." 

" Let Elfrida come with you ; I will take that 
upon myself with the Duchess. Your child has 
grown so dear to me and my boy — thenceforward 
I shall feel more and more alone." 

Their handft pressed in mutual trust, and Sir 
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Edwin took his leave. Next day the Princess 
arrived at Lamer Towers by dinner-time. Count 
vdii Hartmann was in triumphant vein, and in 
his zeal to carry off all amUctvardness between 
the royal pair he had pulled together with such 
strong determination, he forgot the restraints 
which Court etiquette would have imposed — at 
Altenstadt. 

** Duchess," he began, with glib gallantry, " such 
an evening as this in your house is well worth the 
double journey from Altenstadt and back." 

** So say I," said Prince Heinrich ; " you must 
admit, Count, there are more of the best things 
of life to be found in England than our untravelled 
countrymen suppose." 

"Quite true in your case, Prince; for me, I 
confess, Britannia takes shape as a freak of Nature, 
a kind of — of polymorphous siren." 

Having launched his big word, Count Karl 
wiped his lips and subsided for a moment. 

** A siren — Britannia ! " cried Conrad, puzzled. 

" Just so. A beautiful head, a form, so graceful 
down to the waist, terminating in a monster." 

" You say we English are made lik6 that ? " 
enquired the hostess. 

"Pray understand me, Duchess. What can be 
better than your high-bred gentlemen, your 
charming women of rank ? How many of that 
kind can you reckon in this county?" 

" Present company excepted, eh. Count ? " en- 
quired Conrad, laughing. The Duke and Duchess 
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exchanged glances and cautiously named the select 
few. Count Karl pressed his point : 

" And who are the rest ? Soap-boilers * jdi|a- 
water-brewers, qrack - medicine - makers — frozen- 
meat-merchants, At best." 

* 

Silence ensued ; the Duchess bowed assent, and 
the accuser ran on : " Pots of gold or pills — ^what 
you like ; blood must be bom/' 

" So we maintain, Count." 

" And high birth depends on matrimonial alli- 
ances. In England, they tell me, marriage is 
going out of fashion." 

" We hope not ; in our class there are many 
charming girls growing up." 

' " One knows that, if one has eyes to see ; but 
how few men there are fit to marry them ! " 

"Why should that be?" asked the Duke, in a 
business tone. * 

" Because the young men are too lazy to work, 
and too much afraid of expensive young women 
with no — no Brautschatz — dower, what-you-call ; 
only wedding presents, and no couple can keep 
house on them." 

" Yet we are at least as well off as our 
neighbours abroad," objected the host. 

"You are the richest people in Europe, and 
the most poverty-pinched," pursued the advocatus 
diaboli. 

" How do you account for that ? " 

" Because Mrs Frog will pretend to be as- big a 
money-bag aft?* Mr Bull. She swells too much, and 
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cracks! The bubble bursts, and if the family 
name is worth having, the American heiress buys 
up the family heir." 

Conrad, greatly amused at the notion, asserted 
himself presumptuously : 

" I'm a family heir. Nobody can buy me up 
in America." 

" No, Prince Conrad, because you belong to us," 
said the statesman, severely. 

" I know I do, in a way," said the daring boy ; 
" but Fm a Briton bom — not to be sold." 

His father intercepted the Count's retort with 
look and word : 

" My son has every excuse — and I trust he will 
prove worthy of so honourable a beginning." 

" We are proud to count your son as one of us, 
sir," said the Duke ; " he will be none the less true 
to the Fatherland." 

At this pacific point the hostess rose to with- 
draw during the men's half-hour, preceded by the 
Princess. Lady Sibyl followed her mother into 
the drawing-room, and taking her seat at the piano, 
made low music while the two ladies conversed. 
"Elfrida, somehow, failed to appear. Missing her, 
the Princess looked round enquiringly. The 
hostess explained : 

" We don't expect those children to conform to 
our customs. They enjoy themselves much more 
out there, in their favourite winter-garden." 

Helene went up to the glass doors and looked 
in, saying : 
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"Quite true; she is there, and my boy, too. 
I thought Conrad was more anxious to count 
as a man." 

" So he is, but Ronald would not let him remain." 

" For what reason ? " 

"Because of Count von Hartmann. That old 
gentleman is too free with his little jokes." 

" Before my boy ? " 

"The Duke would not give him the chance. 
But it is I who am under orders to rise from 
table early, and leave the men to their smoke and 
talk." 

" Grey hairs and a coarse tongue." 

" I'm afraid so." 

" Would you not liktf to turn the Count out of 
your house ? " 

" I might, but for your sake, Helene. But he 
does not go scot-free. Once a year he whitewashes 
by confession, and his spiritual father comes down 
upon him for his nasty stories. The good priest 
doubles the penance when my husband is a 
listener." 

"Why so?" 

^ Because he is a married man. That aggravates 
the sin." 

" But how do these tales * under the seal of con- 
fession ' reach your ears, Maya ? " 

"Through masculine indiscretion. The Count 
complains to the Duke of the holy man's severity, 
and Ronald rjjpeats the confidence to me — so far 
as he dare.**^'* 
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" That was the man who came between me and 
my husband." 

"At least he might have protected you, and 
did not." 

" Why has he so much poweW* 

"Why, indeed! He chooses our places for us, 
and moves us at his will like the pieces in a game, 
with the map of Europe for his chess-board." 

" When did you make that discovery, Maya ? " 

** Many years ago, when we represented England 
at your Court" 

** Had you remained there I might have made a 
better fight against Count Karl." 

" I cannot congratulate you upon your Minister, 
but you have reclaimed a delightful husband." 

"No, Maya; I am wanted now — for policy 
merely." 

"Not alone! Prince Heinrich has lived down 
his youth ; you will be happier now than you were 
in those past years." 

"Happier^" repeated Helene, with evident 
revolt. 

" He will win you yet ; he has won us all in this 
house, down to the servants, who would do any- 
thing in the world to please him. Your Prince has 
that rarest gift, to draw one's affections to himself, 
without effort of his or will of ours. You will go 
back with him ? " 

" I have not decided yet — the boy must go. Put 
yourself in my place, Maya, what would you do ? " 

Helene took a rare flower from a s^ver vase and 
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pulled it to pieces, as if in abstraction. The other 
watched her and spoke slowly : 

"As a woman, I might shrink; as a mother, I 
would hold my IjSfluence secure " 

"What influenoJ have I now?" asked Helene, 
with a little laugh. 

" More than you know of: your husband follows 
you witii his eyes ; he adores your son." 

« What father would not ? But " She hung 

her head. 

" Have you forgiven him ? Can you reconcile 
yourself?" 

"To the old ties — never! To submission, self- 
sacrifice, for my son's sake — yes ! " 

Helene rose, and walked up and down in an 
abstraction her friend would not disturb further. 

Meantime the two young people were disporting 
themselves under the palms in Elfrida's own fairy- 
land of marvellous exotic blooms and eerie lights, 
where youth and hope that night were raising up 
their fantastic palaces out of the stuff of dreams. 
Said Conrad to the girl : 

" Whenever I become king, Elfie, I will send for 
you to live in Altenstadt for good, and your father 
shall be my friend, instead of that morose old 
Minister." 

**But you are not going to be king while your 
father is alive," said Elfrida, sagely. 

"Of course not — and silly people talk as if I 
were — but father is so good : he will want you 
for my sakej^his only son." 
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** Perhaps Count von Hartmann won't let us 
come to Altenstadt I can feel he hates me." 

"The brute! But mother loves you, Elfrida. 
She can do whatever she likes now ; I have heard 
father tell her so." 

" So have I ; but have they quite, quite made 
friends ? " 

" Of course they have." 

Elfrida looked hard at the tesselated pattern 
under her feet, and said nothing. 

" Why do you imagine anything else, you queer 
little girl ? " asked the boy. 

The little girl moved away a step or two, and 
perched herself side-saddle-wise upon the rim of 
a great marble vase tenanted by a palm-tree. She 
looked back over her shoulder, complaining : 

** My papa has been spoken to by the Duchess, 
and theyVe put me back into my short frocks and 
long hair " ; the rebellious locks and legs shook 
and kicked at the notion ; " but I'm no more child 
for that. I can see that your father and mother 
don't want to be too much together — not like the 
Duke and Duchess." And the wise young head 
shook gravely. 

" What's the difference ? " asked the boy, 
piqued. 

Elfrida hesitated a little ; then went on : 

" I don't know everything about married people, 
for you see I lost my mamma when I was quite 
small ; but I've been in the Duchess's bedroom. 
She has two small beds qext each other — such 
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beautiful brass beds with lace and satin quilts 
the housemaid calls them twins." 

** Does she? What for?" 

*' Because the puke and Duchess sleep in them 
like two children in their own nursery." 

"Instead of one big bed for married people. 
Yes; twin beds are the latest fashion in furnish- 
mg. 

" But not with your father and mother, Conrad. 
Prince Heinrich's room is right away from his 
wife's, at the other end of the corridor." 

"Of course, Elfie. Royal people have their 
own customs. They could not do, two of them, 
with one room." 

" Neither could the Duke and Duchess. He has 
his dressing-room, and her bathroom opens out ol 
the bedroom, with her lovely marble bath that's 
done with silver ornaments. But they are near 
each other all night, and can talk over things night 
and morning, even though they are very littla 
alone together during the day." ''*^ 

"Perhaps it is better not to talk over things 
too much." 

"But how are your parents to make up their 
minds when you want them to do things for you, 
Conrad, if they are never to be left to themselves ? " 

" Oh, never mind ! I must take my chance when 
I come in," said the youth, in an injured tone. 
" But, Elfie, do not talk about my parents in that 
way. It is not right nor becoming for you." 

" Why may I not, as well as you ? " 
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" Fm two years older, and a man ; that's quite 
different. Let's talk about you and me. What 
will you do for a tutor when I'm gone? Your 
governess is a dear old thing, bvt no good at 
teaching." 

"Father will look to that. Perhaps he may 
take me abroad — for the sake of the languages." 
This with a roguish smile. 

" He must bring you to Altenstadt ; he shall be 
made do that. We will give him a beautiful 
country palace all to himself, and he will delight 
in our mountains ; chamois-hunting, father tells 
me, is the most splendid sport in the world." 

"And shall I go hunting with you, as we do 
here ? " 

" I don't know whether girls are allowed to hunt 
— in Germany. I should think, at your age, you 
would h^tve to go to school." 

" To school ? Me ! " cried the ungrammatical 
-girl, with contempt. 
*^ "Don't be vexed with me. I've heard the 
Duchess say so." 

" The Duchess ! Do you know, Conrad, the 
people have quite spoiled you already with their 
talk about a crown and royalty and all that stupid 
stuff. You are not half so nice a boy as you 
were." 

" I can't help what has happened ; I must make 
up my mind to it, and so must you." 

"That I won't I You just go and pluck me 
some of those long things — I want them." 
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"I dare not do that without the Duchess's 
leave." 

"Take my leave, never mind the Duchess, 
Prince Conrad^' , 

The title waS IflUHiched as a reproach ; Conrad, 
man-like, resistefl; The girl chose a more effective 
weapon. 

" Do, there's a dear fellow. They will never be 
missed. I only want a rod or two." 

So the boy gave in to the will of the girl, and 
gathered them for her. 

" Now," she said, grasping them in her two small 
hands with a vicious shake, " now, Conrad, youVe 
done the same as the Eton boys, when they present 
a bundle of birch-rods to their new headmaster. 
They tie up the twigs with blue ribbon. I've got 
none, or I would do as they do at Eton, and that's 
where you, Prince, ought to be." 

Conrad replied with a ringing peal of merry * 
laughter, which drew the Duchess's notice upon the 
precious pair. Her Grace came down upon Elfrida ^% * 
with warning for bedtime. 

" Now, kiss and say good-night," she bade them 
peremptorily. And they both stood still, but it 
was the boy who blushed. Elfrida was as yet but 
a child. 

Some days passed in a state of mild tension, and 
Prince Heinrich chafed at the restraints and pre- 
cautions against assassination, by which his move- 
ments were so cruelly hampered, in the midst of a 
peaceful and most tempting country to a lover of 
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outdoor life. Finally, the Minister gave in so far 
as to join the Prince in a ride within the extensive 
park-palings, protected by grooms and other 
detectives* masquerading in various characters, and 
strolling casually about the grounds. Thus the 
two illustrious persons could take the air and 
counsel together. They cleared the elaborate 
shrubberies and passed into a spacious sheet ot 
grass: here they fell into a band-gallop, and 
conversation. 

" How long am I to be kept here in durance, 
waiting till I can get further away from the 
enemy?" enquired the Prince. 

"Not much longer now. We are exchanging 
diplomatic amenities with the Court here; your 
visit will soon be a settled question." 

" Do you think so, Count ? " 

" I do not think, Prince, on those vital matters : 
I make sure. Your visit to the British Sovereign 
with the Princess and your son will silence all 
V comment concerning the past, and secure your 
reception at Altenstadt as an irreproachable family 
monarch, after their own slightly Pharisaic mind." 
This point of view was enforced by the counsellor 
with a subtle sneer. • 

** Helene will make them an admirable Queen," 
said the husband, with a touch of bitterness. '* As 
to me, life is uncertain, it may not signify much, 
but I wish she were less perfect as a mother, and 
more compliant as a wife." 

"Ah I she is too good for a wife." This con- 
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demnation was uttered in Count Karl's sternest 
tone. 

They passed into a long ride opened through the 
woods, and as they entered deeper in, the covert 
closed around tlu(* bridle-path and the Count drew 
rein, saying : 

" Come back, Prince ; we might be caught by a 
shot out of that thicket." 

**You don't imagine that any ot those slum 
sharp-shooters are dodging us on our spin ttis 
morning ? " 

** I don't imagine. I have certain information 
that there are spies about us here." 

" What a life ! I would rather be shot at once." 

" Your Royal Highness has no right to dispose 
of yourself that way. Follow my advice for these 
next weeks. Once beyond striking distance from 
Soho and Whitechapel, you may take life easier." 

"Gisela will have less power to attack tne?" 

" Unless she has unlimited means to equip her 
emissaries wliti trains-de-luxe and expensive hotels." # 

" You mean, if your assassin can travel en prince^ 
he may mark down his prey and defy the vigilance 
of the police ? " 

" H'm — sometimes.* Our business is to over- 
reach him — or her, and to play your chess-queen 
against all detractors." i 

" My wife will serve me so far for Conrad's sake." 

" She will, if you don't argue with her, but show 
her you are the stronger. That's the only way to 
drcumvent the perversity of women." 
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They rode back to the castle, where a messenger 
waited for the Count He received the missives 
addressed to him, and in his haste opened them in 
the hall, and after a hurried glance, thrust them 
into his capacious " Brusttasche " as he sat down to 
lunch. He wore an air of triumph which the 
hostess could not fail to see. She said, with a 
smile : 

"You have some good news. Count, I can 
perceive." 

**I have. Princess Heinrich, your visit to 
Osborne is fixed for this day fortnight" 

Helene was thunderstruck, but spoke no word. 
There had come upon her the outgoing from 
Ravenstow, the step not to be retraced. The 
Duchess had already matured her plans in favour 
of her friend, and said, promptly: 

" I will go up to town, Helene, and assist you in 
your preparations. Later on, I will be your deputy 
at Ravenstow, to carry out all your orders and 
Wishes in every department." 

" But there will be a great deal to do " 

** There will. Only leave me a list of what you 
wish to be removed to Altenstadt. My husband 
will see to that, and the disposal of the rest. I will 
take charge of your animals, your poor, and the 
village schools." * 

" You are more than good to me, Maya. And 
the Cottage Hospital?" 

"Trust me, Helene. That is a tender point, I 
know. They will miss you by the bedside of the 
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poor sufferers you have so often tended with your 
own hands .... but I will do what I can." 

All that day and evening, Helene went about 
the house with the motion of a well-wound 
mechanism, and scarcely spoke. Conrad was 
roused to a fierce pitch of excitement, a wild 
delight at the prospect of going out into the lofty 
scenes where the business of the nations is worked 
by the men in power. 

When the parting day came, Helene bore the 
wrench with outward calm ; but the two young 
comrades bade each other good-bye with tear- 
washed eyes. 
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CHAPTER VII 

A BOSOM FOE 

Some days had gone by since the parting. Sir 
Edwin Fountaine sat in his study, surrounded by 
signs and indications of his calling as a country 
gentleman, complicated by the duties of a Justice 
of the Peace. His amateur administration of the 
law, known to be superior to most of that quality, 
was dafly. reinforced by dipping into one or other 
of the ponderous tomes with which he had loaded 
his oaken shelves for the behoof of the yokels 
round about Calls upon his time and patience 
were made without scruple at any hour from 8 a.m. 
till after dark, by all manner of claimants for 
advice, redress, or protection. To this retreat, as 
days went on, Elfrida would follow her father after 
morning prayers and breakfast, eager to question 
him concerning absent friends, and keen to watch 
for the London papers. Of these she would take 
possession the moment they were laid upon his 
writing-table. Needs it to say, their sole interest 
was confined to the royal visitors, whose cordial 
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reception at Osborne supplied rich food for 
journalistic debate and speculation, as the theme 
of the hour. 

The childish voice sounded weird and strange as 
it rang out the elaborate sentences of a paraphrased 
Court Circular, in a plaintive tone, broken by starts 
of surprise that sounded like little cries of pain. 
She turned to her father, saying : 

** When I read all that, papa, it seems to me that 
they are gone away from us — very, very far away, 
and the time, the time, how long it is ! " 

" Just a fortnight to-day, my darling." 

" It seems sometimes like yesterday gone wrong ; 
sometimes, oh, so long, so long ! more like years." 

" You are too young yet to keep count of time, 
my child. Do not try to teach yourself such ways 
of trouble and sorrow." ^, 

" Do Conrad and his mother miss the .|^d ways 
here, I wonder? But we have nothing to give 
them like " 

" Like the ' great destiny to which they are 
called." 

" Then they will not want us any more." 

"They are too true-hearted to forget us. But 
there is a broad stream of the world that divides 
us, and we may expect a few glimpses of affection 
from beyond — no more." 

" Then I am a lonely little girl, papa ; only for 
your sake I should not say so." 

The fond, faithful arms were around her; she 
let her face sink back on her father's shoulder to 
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hide away her tears. He swayed gently, rocking 
her slowly as she lay upon his breast. 

" My child, you may say anything to me : think 
that in me you have a mother as well as a father 
to feel for your needs — and youth needs youth for 
companionship. You have had little or none with 
those of your own age, except Conrad." 

" He was like a brother to me " ; and the tears 
broke in sobbing ; " and now the whole home, the 
whole place, seems empty and miserable ! " 

" I must take you away, darling. You must see 
other homes, other ways of life and speech. I 
must show you some of the countries I have en- 
joyed so much long ago, till I settled down here 
with you after my travels." 

The child looked up, faltering : 

" That's a dear papa ! You will take me with you 
when you go travelling again, and we may meet 
the Princess and Conrad." 

" I hope so — some day. You are scarcely old 
enough for me to take you to foreign Courts just 
yet." 

*' Foreign Courts ? Ah ! that's the whole trouble." 

** Forget it, darling, and try to get on with your 
lessons — nothing like occupation. You will want 
your languages when you travel." 

"And Miss Organ is no good at all for that 
She would keep me half the time stitching at 
embroidery if I let her have her way." 

" Then Lady Constable did wrong to recommend 
her." 
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" Not at all ; she's well enough in her way, a 
foolish, amiable old thing." 

" How so ? " 

"She can't speak any foreign language, so she 
drum, drums at me with the Grammar and Vocab- 
ulary till I won't have it." 

" No wonder, dear. And her English ? " 

" She gives me long strings of words to spell — 
and I won't try." 

" Waste of time ! English spelling comes by 
inspiration, or not at all. And history?" 

" She worries me to remember a lot of dates, with 
no sense at all." 

" Too dry, too dry." 

"Then she offers me a hotch-potch of bad 
rhymes — mnemonics, she calls them — to fix the 
hateful figures in my mind." 

" All a mistake. That's the wrong way*to make 
Polyhymnia palatable to the young." 

" No, she can't teach me — except music ; that's 
all she knows, and all I wanted from her, while the 
Princess was here and Conrad and his tutor to 
look after me.' 

** I'll look after you myself till we can do better. 
Go now, darling, here's an applicant who wants me 
for some business. I'll take you for a ride in the 
afternoon." 

He kissed her and let her go, subdued, not com- 
forted. That evening, tired out . by her childish 
grief and a long ride, Elfrida was taken into her 
father's arms and soothed to a state of half 
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conscious somnolence, and thus delivered to her 
governess and maid for early bedtime. 

Sir Edwin went back to his smoking-room fire- 
side, and wrote letters mostly such as could not be 
put off, as he was a bad correspondent apt to 
forget the minute details of business pertaining to 
his possessions. As he set his signature to an 
indispensable cheque, he was startled by a low 
but persistent knocking at the hall door, which 
sounded quite close to his private " den " through 
the stillness of the house. As the answer lingered, 
he rang, and on his valet's appearance, bade the 
man attend to the call at once. After several 
minutes' parley with the intruder, the valet brought 
in his message. The lady had refused to give her 
name, but sat down in the hall and said she would 
not stir until she saw the master of the house. 
She appeared to be a foreigner and a widow. 

Sir Edwin rose, dismissed the servant, and went 
out to meet a face that struck him speechless. 
The lady rose, with a smile cast down at her dis- 
guising weeds, saying : 

** I have to ask your pardon for my importunity. 
You did not look for — your wife." 

Recovering from the shock. Sir Edwin asked her 
coldly, but without reproach : 

" What do you want from me ? " 

" I want — how I want and crave for — a sight qf 
my child. Edwin, do not turn me away without 
that." 

" You ask me to do a foolish thing, a cruel one. 
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Is it well to recall the pain of your parting, when 
she suffered, as an infant ? " 

" Nine years ago, and I have pined for her, 
yearned to take her in my arms once more." 

** Would you do that, now that she has for- 
gotten? Would it be wise or kind now to bring 
her sorrow and pain?" 

" I am her mother. You talk to me, who do 
not understand. That tie cannot be cast off like 
the love of a man for the woman he wearies of" 

"You know well our parting was a necessity — 
for her sake. Your true name, if known, would 
brand her " 

" Why could you not be silent ? Why not 
conceal, cover over the past sin ? You call your- 
self a Christian, and you cannot forgive." 

"Why did you deceive me? Had you been 
noble enough to tell me the whole truth, I could 
have taken you to my heart and stood up for 
you against all the world — I loved you." 

"Can you not forgive my dread to lose you if 
I confessed my past?" 

" Had you confessed it before marriage I would 
have accepted such atonement. But your husband 
was tricked into taking you under your false 
name. I could now, if I chose, have you prose- 
cuted for the offence." 

"You will not do that, to cast a stain upon 
your child?" 

"You have me there — I could not. But you 
should have warned me to make a home else- 
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where, or wander on through life. For your own 
sake, I should not have brought you back with 
me to an English county where you must, sooner 
or later, have been discovered and laid under a 
ban." 

" But you know I was able to make my footing 
good with your canting county people. Did I 
not hold my own with them for more than a 
year ? " 

"You did — ^tiU the inevitable came, hurried on 
by your own temerity." 

**You mean I should not have put down my 
name for presentation at Court?" 

" That was a daring intrusion." 

" Because the Lord Chamberlain found me out ? 
Who would have thought the old man to have 
had such cunning?" 

"You might have spared me such a humilia- 
tion." 

"Anyway, he never told — except that dark 
hint to my godmother." 

"Which put my private affairs at the mercy 
of Lady Constable's tongue." 

" What does she know ? Very little. Sir Hector 
would have kept his wife quiet if you .... as 
a husband, you should have stood by me." 

" As a father, I had no choice but separation." 

" To spurn the mother of your child, your wedded 
wife — as if I did not know there are women of 
your caste, great ladies too, sunk in sin far, far 
beyond me, yet smiled upon by your spotless 
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Society, so long as their husbands give them leave 
to go their own ways." 

" Such things may , have happened, but not 
in this family. The honour of our women, for 
centuries, has remained without stain." 

" So I am sacrificed. I may go down and down 
in my ill-luck, for aught you care, Edwin," 

" I have given sufficient proof to the contrary. 
You can never be tempted by want. Your Frank- 
fort banker remits your annuity regularly, I 
trust ? " 

" I have nothing to complain of there." So say- 
ing, the lady's looks betrayed some unsatisfied 
aspiration. Her husband pursued : 

" Want of money need not trouble you ; I should 
be sorry if it did." 

"You forget the position I have lost, as your 
wife; you are too generous to grudge me what 
cold comfort money can provide for me in my 
worse than widowhood." 

" Poor soul ! yes, worse than that But any 
compensation I can offer " 

"Paltry as they are, any alleviations possible 
for me cost more money." 

" What do you wish me to give over and above 
your alimony ? " 

"For a special purpose, I want two thousand 
pounds." 

" A heavy sum. All at once ? " 

"Yes; my projects require pushing without 
delay. Give it to me, and I will leave you in 
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peace for a long, long time — perhaps till I am dead 
you will hear of me no more." 

Sir Edwin looked hard at her for a moment ; 
then asked, in imperative tones : 

" Is this so important to you ? Then tell me 
what you are going to do with this money — if I 
give it you ? " 

** I ask it as a gift : what you once give belongs 
to another, you have no more to say to the 
disposal." 

"But I have a right to demand the purpose 
before I part with my power over such a sum." 

" No purpose that would interest you." 

" All the same, if I give you the means, I make 
myself answerable for the end. What is it ? " 

"That is my secret — not mine only. It con- 
cerns the friends who have accepted me as an 
outcast" 

" What kind of people may these friends be ? " 

" The only kind who can still look up to me to 
redress their wrongs." 

" What wrongs ? To what class do you allude ?" 

"No class! The miserable masses that lie 
below, downtrodden ! Your Society's toiling 
slaves. Who else have any fellow-feeling with a 
woman like me?" 

** You speak of redress for such. Do you mean 
charitable assistance ? " 

"No; my friends would scorn any such offer. 
We work together in silence against our natural 
foes, in favour of their wretched victims," 
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"You work for those. What means do you 
use ? " 

" Ask me no more, Edwin. But you are a rich 
man ; spare me this provision to set up as their 
defender, and so make my own lot less bitter to 
bear." 

Sir Edwin looked grave and spoke slowly, his 
eyes upon her with every word : 

"You say this is not to be for charity. Your 
expressions might point to some movement against 
the public peace. Explain your plans more clearly, 
if you count upon my help." 

"Ah! but you want to know too much. My 
plans are not my own to give away." 

Then Sir Edwin asserted his authority, pro- 
claiming boldly: 

" I could, as a magistrate, oblige you to declare, 
are you cognisant of any plans or plots contrary to 
the law of this country ? " 

She turned upon him like a hunted wild cat 

"And it you dared to do it, I would proclaim 
who I am, and what I am to you and your child. 
Go and tell that to the proud gentlefolk who 
courted my company as your wijfe — do so, and 
Elfrida can never again be received as one of their 
hateful caste — ^your friends, for whose pleasure I 
am robbed of my child." 

"Hushl You will make a disturbance in the 
house, and she may hear." 

" Why should I * hush ' if you mean to do nothing 
for me ? What have I to lose or to fear ? I am 
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not one of your cowardly respectables. I am 

not " Her voice rose shriller as she spat out 

the syllables at him. He lifted his hand to arrest 
her rash outburst with a firm pressure on her arm, 
and commanded her silence : 

"Stay! I will do what I can for you. This 
time, you shall have the money." 

« And when ? " 

" Within a few days ; but upon conditions." 

" What conditions ? None that may bind me to 
account ? " 

" To account for it in detail, no. But you must 
undertake not to repeat such demands." 

" Anything you like ; I never look forward." 

'* And you must satisfy me that you will make 
no ill use of the money." 

The lady laughed, as she repeated : 

"No ill use — good use. What do you call ill 
use ? " 

" There are many offences against law and order : 
hiring rooms for seditious meetings, subsidising 
scurrilous newspapers, spreading treasonable pub- 
lications " 

The lady tittered softly, asking : " Is that all ? " 

" There are more serious offences : threats, un- 
lawful meetings, public disturbances — assaults 
upon police " 

The woman checked her mirth under the 
magistrate's reproving eye, and said, sedately: 

** Neither I hor my friends desire to do any of 
those things you name." 
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**Then you shall have the money through the 
Frankfort bankers. And now, I think we have 
done." 

" Yes, we have done*— but for one thing only." 

" What more yet ? " 

" Only to see my child's face — for a moment, if 
you will grant me no more. A mother's love is a 
holy thing, even in a woman like me. Do not 
deny me, Edwin. Surely, you would not kill my 
soul ? " 

" God forbid I That one feeling redeems much. 
But Elfrida is asleep now, after an unhappy day." 

" An unhappy day ? What cause ? " 

" A child's trouble from which I could not guard 
her. Do not ask me to rouse her up." 

" The darling 1 I will not But let me look at 
her in her sleep ; let me see if my heart's treasure 
has grown and changed beyond my memory of my 
baby. Let me see her, for the love of God ! ' 

The father did not answer, but led the way 
towards the child's door with a finger on his lip. 
He turned the handle cautiously, and admitted the 
mother to the young sleeper's bedside. The dis- 
owned wife gazed long at that fair offspring of a 
perished love ;. no kiss, no touch might slake the 
heart-thirst that consumed her, as her ardent eyes 
took in each lineament, drawn out by Nature's 
hand from infant promise to the growing grace of 
a girl fast forming towards womanhood. Her form 
indicated under the silken coverlet, her small hands 
linked together beneath her, cheek, the wealth of 
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rippling hair that hid her pillow — all were seized 
at a glance and dwelt upon with a fury of fondness, 
as the lost woman stood chained to the spot by 
stronger bands than any hope or fear. 

Presently, the husband took her by the hand 
with decision, and drew her away. Outside the 
closed door, she spoke again : 

" I must see her awake ; her closed eyes will 
haunt me. The long lashes swept her cheek, they 
were the same — the rest, oh, so different ! I must 
see those eyes open, or the thought of them shut 
against me will hunt me down to my grave ! " 

" She must not be disturbed till the morning." 

"Then let me wait — anywhere. On the door- 
step, if you will." 

" You must not speak to her, she must not know 
of your approach." 

" What will she think ? What does she know of 
the past, of me ? " . 

"She knows nothing, nor ever shall, if I can 
help it." 

" GocJ bless you for that, Edwin ! Does she 
remember she had a mother?" 

" We must hope not. She is under the impression 
that her mother is dead. She prays for you still, 
in her simple way, while she always says her 
mother is in heaven." 

" The angel of mercy ! You will let me set eyes 
upon her this once ? " 

His hand rose in warning^ as he said : 

" But I must not let her see you." 
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" How will you manage that ? " 

"You shall watch her from my study window. 
Stand behind the curtains, mind, and be careful 
you are not seen from outside. So you shall see 
her, when she goes out on our morning ride." 

** Better than nothing to a hungering heart ; and 
till morning, Edwin, what shall I do ? " 

" Rest I will let you sleep in your own old 
room — ^why not ? I will tell the maids you are a 
family connection." 

" Are you not afraid your servants may recognise 
me?" 

" I changed them all in the house when you left 
It. But — how did you come from the station ? " 

" I walked, to save exposing you." 

" That was considerate. The man who will drive 
you back has never seen you. Go quietly, and 
travel by an early train. Your breakfast shall be 
brought upstairs at seven." 

So the night passed — for the child, in dreamless 
sleep ; for the mother, in sleepless unrest and agony 
of longing to see the sweet eyes and lips laugh 
with the joy of the morning, to hear the music of 
clear-ringing speech, one of her own most winning 
charms that should belong to her young daughter. 
She woke before daybreak, snatched a hurried 
breakfast, and went down to the post appointed 
her, to watch for the going out of her husband and 
child on their early gallop. 

The morning dew on grass and snowdrop shone 
out like diamonds scattered by the sun at his up- 
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rising upon the green carpet, to be trodden by 
careering hoofs, while the thorough-breds were led 
out for their accustomed "spin." The wandering 
woman was left alone in her husband's private 
room, in hiding behind the heavy curtains which 
screened the lofty French window giving on the 
terrace that ran along the front of the house. The 
watcher had only to bend and slide her sinuous 
form to catch a clear sight of all that went on out- 
side, herself unseen. She kept her compact while 
Elfrida stood in her dark blue habit and straw hat, 
swaying on her feet like a flower o' the corn sprung 
up in one warm night upon her parent's eyes. Her 
favourite Arab was led to the doorstep by the 
groom, but no other hand than her father's might 
support the dainty foot for the light up-spring, or 
fix the "footsteps" and draw in the girths with 
practised skill. The wife looked on in strange 
emotion. Was it jealousy ? Her thoughts ran : 

" What a father ! What love, what joy and com- 
fort in each other, while I, cast out, have no part at 
all with these — my husband, my own child ! " 

The girl rose in her saddle, a vision of slender 
beauty. Sir Edwin reined in for a few moments 
to leave his orders ; the hidden hand fell from the 
curtain and seized the window-hasp ; another 
moment, and the glass doors flew open, the strange 
woman stood on the terrace, her arms drawn on 
with a resistless impulse towards the child so near 
her wistful gaze. 

Their eyes met Elfrida's hand tightened upon 
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the reins, as a strong responsive thrill shook her 
upon her seat. That unknown face ? Was it ali 
unknown? Its perfection of form and colour 
struck the girl as passing all she had ever seen 
before — yet some electric flash brought it close and 
familiar to her mind. What did she know of this 
strange, mysterious visitor ? One of the rare and 
fatal women born from time to time, as were Helen 
of Troy and Mary of Scotland, for the undoing of 
men and their own sorrow, with the beauty of a 
goddess, the wreathing charm of a serpent, the 
fascination of the eye to subdue men to their will. 

Elfrida's glance took in the stranger's aspect 
merely, not the sense of her fallen soul. There 
was a nobility in the cast of her forehead, some- 
what prominently displayed within the dark frame 
of her rippling hair; there was witchcraft in the 
quiver of her lips — even the funereal garb she wore 
was of the eye-pleasing, artistic style affected by 
modern fashion. Elfrida succumbed to the spell, 
till the impatience of her horse compelled her 
attention, and the two riders started side by side 
down the avenue of oaks. 

For a long time neither spoke; then the 
daughter, as if thinking aloud, said slowly: 

** What a wonderful-looking widow ! Poor 
woman, she must be quite young to lose her 
husband. Did you ever see anyone so beautiful, 
father? I never did before." 

No answer — and the girl pressed for none. 
Applicants to Sir Edwin in his magisterial capacity 
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were of various sorts and conditions, and his 
daughter had been trained to habits of discretion. 
She marvelled in her own mind, and said no more. 
So they dwelt apart still, mother and child, so 
strangely alienated ; the one steeped in sin, the 
other pure as the light that touched her russet hair 
to gold, as it swept below her waist on the fresh 
breeze of opening day. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

AN ANARCHIST ATTEMPT 

Count von Hartmann's plans had been laid 
with wise forethought and consummate tact for the 
well-being and security of his future Sovereign. In 
Altenstadt King Albrecht had been persuaded to 
assign a disused palace as a residence to the 
presumptive heir, and a suitable maintenance was 
iinder favourable discussion. The loyal Alten- 
stadters were in high excitement and greatly 
exercised as to the form their cordial welcome 
should take ; a brilliant reception was in prepara- 
tion, only shorn of a few Court ceremonials in 
regard of the depressing condition of the actual 
occupant of the throne. 

Before that auspicious consequence, an important 
happening, such as might have debarred Prince 
Heinrich from reaching his goal alive, startled the 
world with one of those shocks to which the 
general ear is becoming more and more habituated : 
the sensational head-line "Attempted Assassina- 
tion"; the victim's name and title, those of a 
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Sovereign ruler, royal or republican ; the outcome, 
too often, death. 

On their route across the Continent the Prince 
and his party were brought to a short stoppage at 
a town in Switzerland, where the direct line to 
Altenstadt branched off from a different station to 
that 'where they arrived. A transfer from their 
saloon-carriage was necessary, and a night's break 
in the journey was considered expedient. With a 
sense of relief they sank into the seclusion offered 
them at a hotel much frequented by illustrious 
guests ; a considerate calm seemed to pervade 
the town so graciously chosen as a rest amidst 
the rush upon the interminable " Eisenbahn," the 
pauseless shaking along iron .wheel ways of 
weariness to unseasoned travellers. The surround- 
ings visible from their windows were of surpassing 
beauty, in strong contrast with the flat and tree- 
less cross journeys too often traversed by the way. 
Azure lake and pine-clad hills beyond lent the fair 
city a powerful influence to recall the mind towards 
the peace of Nature, and to divert observation from 
the fact that the riff-raff of Europe were largely 
represented among its political refugees. 

All the same Count Karl was on the alert, and 
did his utmost to defeat the object of a too- 
officious Burgomaster, primed with a congratulatory 
" address, and abetted by the Town Council in his 

designed attack upon the Royal privacy. The 
Minister stoutly defended the doors of the hotel, 
biit upon great persuasion, supported by Prince 
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Heinrich's intercession, he agreed to salve the 
civic susceptibilities with a compromise : a friendly 
send-off might be offered at the railway station 
next day by the municipal deputation to the 
departing guests. 

So on the morrow the inevitable claimed its 
own. The travellers were safely driven to the 
station, and conducted to the special train engaged 
for the progress to Altenstadt. There, a brilliant 
throng of uniforms, official decorations, bright 
toilettes and charming national costumes stood 
patiently waiting for hours to offer a hearty God- 
speed. 

Close by the royal saloon-carriage the crowd 
was thickest ^ A passage was kept till the 
illustrious occupants had entered — no longer. 
Upon their heels a rush was made by a new set 
of shouting sight-seers, as it seemed, from the 
back wall along the platform, whence they 
gathered and pushed in from different points 
towards the one centre of attraction ; while just 
before the moment ot departure, one daring 
enthusiast sprang , close after the Prince up the 
carriage steps, with a wild shout "Hoch, hoch!" 
The tiext instant a shot — followed by another — 
reached the horror-struck ears outside. 

Already a man in workman's dress had been 
seen to fall back from the step and sink down 4 

among the surrounding press, where he was 
apparently being caught red - handed, and 
** lynched" without mercy, when the Count ap- 
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peared at the door, and boldly took his stand to 
watch this irregular judicial course, with grim 
disapproval, as a mistake. 

Inside the saloon, no heed was given to any- 
thing beyond. The Princess, struck by the second 
shot, lay faint and still, supported by her husband. 
Moments of anguish passed while she was lowered 
to a couch and a pillow laid under her dropped 
arm. 

Was she hurt grievously, perhaps to death? 
That was Heinrich's fear, as he bent over her 
face, ashy pale with closed eyes and speechless 
lips. Was this the price of a throne for him ? 
Too well he knew whence the blow was levelled, 
and loathed himself, his ambitions for the future, 
his pleasant sins in the past which had sown the 
seed of such calamity. 

They tried to revive her with a strong cordial, 
which at first seemed to have no effect. As 
Conrad was about to rush out and call for a 
doctor, Helene, at last, moved slightly and looked 
up at the anxious faces of her husband and son 
with a bewildered gaze. Recalled to herself after 
a few moments, the Princess, with great courage, 
helped to uncover the wound, and even assisted 
her attendants to bind it up with a handkerchief, 
as "first aid." She was even able to reassure 
her son, and to smile when he picked out the 
bullet, passed clean through the flesh of her arm 
and lodged in the wall-lining of the carriage. 

Count Karl, with a scowl, turned back into 
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the saloon, and was met by Prince Heinrich 
coming out of his wife's inner compartment with 
hopeful news. Conrad followed him, anxiously 
enquiring : ** Is there a doctor at hand ? " 

"Is that necessary," asked Count Karl, "as 
Her Highness is doing so well?" 

Prince Heinrich divined his Minister's wish, 
and he said at once: 

" You would not give those wretches the gratifi- 
cation of hearing that she has been hit ? " 

"Just so. Why disturb the Princess till you 
reach Friedrichsbad ? Just the place for her to 
undergo a cure, and we'll keep this accident from 
the public ear, if we can." 

" How about my return to Alteitstadt ? " 

"Keep that engagement yourself, Highness, 
with your son ; let the Princess join you as soon 
as she may. I will make every arrangement for 
her comfort to-morrow. To-night I stay here to 
look into this business, while you take your wife 
away to a friendly territory where no popular 
government exists to connive at crime." 

Prince Heinrich made no comment on the 
Minister's bold speech, but acted upon his judg- 
ment Next morning Count Karl joined him at 
Friedrichsbad with his report. 

" I know but three sentences to sum up this 
business, sir: 

" For the assassin, impunity. 

"For ourselves, indignity. 

" For Justice, insolent hypocrisy." 
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" You amaze me, Count. How could that be 
accomplished, with you present to find them out ? " 

" Donnerwetter ! those blatant burgesses are too 
cunning to be found out They choke all dis- 
cussions with the best of reasons for their inactivity 
and passive connivance with guilt. The man has 
got off, and there is nothing to be done." 

" Have they taken a lesson from your favourite 
enemies, the English police ? " 

"They have, and bettered the lesson. Those 
British dunderheads, at least, have a monarch of 
their own to be preserved from foul play, but these 
Swiss savages have no mind to let any Royalty 
exist." 

**But those Anarchists they foster assassinate 
French Presidents too ! " 

"They do, when the Presidents are men of 
mark. Down in yonder God-forsaken Canton, 
these base-born burghers stand up for their own 
equality, and allow no man to raise himself above 
the dead level of the rest." 

" So the Swiss grow no tall poppy-heads to be 
cut off for towering ambition," said the Prince, with 
cynical pleasantry. 

**No one could accuse them ot that: as to 
honour or truth, they are as incapable of under- 
standing what that means as — as a government of 
old women." 

"Then you hold the leaders accountable for 
what has happened?" 

" I do ; accountable for gross neglect Why was 
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the departure platform invaded by a rabble rout, 
in league with the actual criminal ? " 

" In league with him ! " 

" I am sure of that. They got him off scot-free." 

" I thought they were lynching him." 

**A make-believe! I stood above them and 
used my eyes. They covered him over in the 
crush, but I am satisfied he got up again in another 
coat and escaped. No trace of him was found, 
except the revolver, dropped under the carriage 
when he thought he had done his work." 

" And the police, the railway people ? " 

'*A11 bribed up to the hilt; Til be sworn to 
that" 

" And the man took aim at my wife. . . . My 
God ! " 

" Do not distress yourself, sir. Every royal life 
is attempted at one time or another. The Princess 
must abide the risks of her rank." 

" And Fate, in bringing me so near a crown, has 
put our lives at a madwoman's mercy. My hope 
must be that when I am dead, my son shall reign, 
happier than I can ever be." 

" Pessimism does not pay. Better your enemy 
should aim at the Princess than at you or your 
son, whose loss to the State would be irreparable." 

" Better a thousand times that I should fall 
than either of them — my boy, or the wife who has 
not yet forgiven me." 

"And never will; those faultless women will 
never ,be taught what we know. We men are 
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men, we can't help that ; and so we shall remain 
till this guilty old globe falls out of gear, and loses 
the power to support animal life any longer." 

The gruesome sensation provided by the lake- 
side city was instantly seized upon by every editor 
on the face of the globe, and the columns furnished 
forth thereby were greedily devoured by readers in 
their millions. The ugly fact of Princess Hein- 
rich's hurt was hinted at, denied, and never 
authoritatively confirmed ; so Count Karl's caution 
achieved but a partial success, and much distress 
and attxiety were the consequence to friends in 
England. 
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CHAPTER IX 

ACROSS THE CHASM 

The gulf fixed between royalty and humanity 
grew deeper and broader for Conrad and Elfrida 
as the days of separation went on. It was small 
marvel that but two or three brief letters — the last 
indited by a secretary — ever reached the Foun- 
taine post-bag from the start from Harwich up to 
the close of the State and Court formalities, which 
were considerably protracted after the time of 
arrival at Altenstadt At last, one fine morning, 
two letters came to the hands of Elfrida and her 
father. The girl eagerly broke the seal and read : 

** Dearest Elfrida, — At last I have secured 
an hour to myself in mother's room, with plenty of 
paper and nobody to watch me. I mean to post 
this on the sly next time they march me to church. 

" No doubt you have read and heard of the wild 
stories which have been reported about the shots 
into our railway carriage. Father took the occur- 
rence 4s coolly as a royal salute, and mother bore 
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herself like the heroine she is — once she was sure 
I had not been hit. Count von Hartmann says it 
was the doing of the English Anarchists, with 
plenty of money to ensure the assassin's escape ; 
but he would say that to put my people against 
my going back to England. This I mean to do 
pretty often, when I am my own master." 

** The horrid man ! " exclaimed the gentle reader, 
with an appealing glance at her father. 



" AH the same, Tm lucky in my father ; such a 
darling How mother became dissatisfied with 
him, long ago, I can't imagine, and I'm not allowed 
to speak of it. But now, he is quite chivalrous in 
all his ways with her, and as for me — I do believe 
he would give the eyes out of his head to make me 
happy. It is difficult for him to accomplish that 
within the hard and fast lines that seem binding 
on royalty. Most hours of my day are mapped 
out for stiff studies, and for the rest, my liberty is 
cruelly curtailed by Court etiquette. Moreover, 
none of us can go out without police shadowing 
us, for fear of assassination. I hate it all, after 
our free life with you. I am beautifully drilled 
and taught all kinds of sword-play, and I love 
that ; I have my chance, now and then, of a 
forest ride and a chamois-hunt with father. The 
mountains are heavenly, and the sport is glorious 
fun. 

"My worst worry is that they are driving me 
silly with their religion. It seems my parents' 
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marriage was 'mixed/ because my mother was 
a Lutheran, so they were both made to sign a 
promise to bring up their children in Prince 
Heinrich's Church. Poor dears! they knew 
nothing about bringing-up at that time, or they 
would have understood that children are human 
beings with feelings of their own, not dolls made 
of wood. So I am afraid I was bom to become 
a bone of contention between them, because mother 
has had me all to herself for so many years. She 
could only teach me her own simple Christian 
faith, and she always said I must choose a (Sburch 
for myself when I was old enough to understand. 
And now, Count von Hartmann tells me I belong 
to the State, and my religion must follow suit." 

" Ah ! that bad old man is at the bottom of all 
the trouble," cried Elfrida, with an indignant frown. 

" Father says I must not be constrained, but he 
gives me his advice and lays down the law : his is 
the only religion for a gentleman. He says a boy 
like me, always getting into scrapes, ought to have 
his score wiped out once a week, at least, by a 
priest. *Is that your own custom, sir?' I 
ventured to ask him. ' I cannot say it is,* he 
acknowledged. ' Is that because you are so good, 
father, you have nothing to be wiped out ? ' * Not 
quite. I have not faith enough in such ceremonies 
to accept them in earnest ; too much respect for the 
faith of others to sham what I lack.' I call that the 
conscitoce of a gentleman, don't you, Elfrida ? " 
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•* And don't you, father ? *' asked the girl, looking 
up before she read on. 

*'' Now, that old humbug, Count von Hartmann, 
went through all the rites of the Church last Easter, 
and I know he has been taught by German pro- 
fessors to believe in nothing at all beyond his own 
five senses, and to set down orthodox Churches as 
only fit for women and young boys — and I'm 
neither. So he has fixed upon a professor with a 
big name — His Magnificence the Herr Rector ot 
Altenftadt University, if you please — to direct my 
studies and indoctrinate me with doubts and 
diflSculties of all sorts, and at the same time he 
has set at me with a Bishop to convert me to the 
only true faith. I'm to be christened over again, 
at my age — think of that, little sister." 

" Oh, my poor Conrad ! " sighed the sympathetic 
sister. 

"My mother tells me to hold to the One 
Foundation, and let all the rest go by as outside 
ceremonies — but I only wish, before they all took 
me in hand to pinch and pull me about like a 
piece of wax, they could have agreed among 
themselves what shape they meant to make 
of me." 

" The fools ! they'll make an agnostic of the lad 
with their cant," pronounced Elfrida's father. 

** I will pray for him, poor fellow ! " said his girl' 
friend, wit!} t^ars in her great innocent eyes^ 

no * 




Across the Chasm 

" If I once allow them to re-christen me, I know 
they never mean to let me call my soul my own. 
They promise me an amiable young priest for my 
Father-Confessor, but he will have to do as the 
Bishop and the Count choose. I can see what 
they are driving at : to keep me in bondage for 
life. After I've done my other duties to the 
Church, I am to look forward to Holy Matrimony, 
and, as Tm late with other things, I must not fail 
to be prepared for that by the time I'm twenty. 
The bride must be an Emperor's daughter, or 
niece at least, and I'm bound to be of thi right 
religion to attract that kind of father-in-law ; but 
as there are three Emperors, all faithful sons of 
three opposing Churches, I fail to see what claim 
any one of them can have to come down on me. 
I say marriage and religion should be matters of 
free choice above everything else in the world. 

"At Court they comfort me with assurances that 
when I am Crown Prince it will be all well with 
me. They are all fighting one another to make 
friends with father and me, till I'm disgusted with 
them. I can see they are watching for the poor 
old King's death ; I am glad he has disappointed 
them by holding out so long after his second 
stroke. I am the last to grudge him his life or 
wish to be made a King by the loss of my dear 
father ; that'^ the prophecy they are always cram- 
ming down my throat. 

** There, dear child! I feel quite happy after 
talking to you so long on paper^^better than 
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nothing tm our next meeting — I dare not say 
when — to-morrow, if I could. My love to your 
good father, and a kiss from your faithful friend 
and loving brother, Conrad." 

" A remarkable boy ; able to hold his own," said 
Sir Edwin, after a moment's pause, while Elfrida 
laid down the exhausted sheets upon the writing- 
table. Then he proceeded to peruse the other 
epistle, marked "In strict confidence" by the 
Princess. 

"Mf DEAR Friend, — Will you ^ consider and 
advise upon my troubles, as you have always done, 
and here, on my lonely pinnacle, I need such good 
counsel more than ever. We three — I know it — 
hold our lives upon the security of a slender thread, 
and I am required to look on and see my only son 
insensibly drawn into a life of duplicity that cannot 
fail to forfeit the favour of his Maker. Understand 
me, I mean no disrespect to the Church with which 
Prince Heinrich is associated, through hereditary 
pride, not conviction of any sacred truth. I cannot 
accept its tenets, but if Conrad could I would abide 
by my promise exacted on marriage. But can 
you say, as a Christian, a father, and one who 
knows the world, am I, or am I not, in duty bound 
to keep that pledge to the injury of my child? In 
justice to my husband, I must admit I lay my 
blkme, for the most part, upon Count von 
Hartmann. His will and my son's natural rights 
seem incompatible, while the father looks on, and 
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leaves me ta fight the battle for my cMH, if so I 
may. 

"Give Elfrida my love, and say we rtiiss her 
much, Conrad and I. Why not cortie over here 
and pay us a visit next month in oUr country 
retreat ? We shall be a little more removed from 
the embarrassments of our rank, and the good 
peasants on Prince Heinrich's estate are skilled 
marksmen and would make short work with any 
anarchist assassins. So I have no scruple in 
requesting your company and your daugditer's. 
Meantime, accept the assurance of highest esteem 
from your old friend, Helene." 

Sir Edwin consigned the startling missive to a 
locked drawer of his writing-table, for earnest re- 
flection and due response. This was despatched 
next day. 

"Gracious Princess and Lady, — Your 

honourable and touching confidence demands my 
respectful sympathy, and the best opinion I am 
able to give, with Higher help, upon your sore 
perplexity. I have thought it over for the past 
day and night, and have only this word to say — 
keep peace with your enemy for your husband's 
sake. The Chancellor represents the State, to 
which your rights as a mother must yield place ; 
moreover, you are bound by your promise pledged 
before marriage. Thus it seems to me that you 
should leave your son to take his own part with 
his father in this *case of conscience.' If that 
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parent !s mistaken in his views, Vffx are not re- 
sponsible ; you might become so, seriously, in case 
your protection to the one might embitter any 
difference with the other. You may feel safe in 
this course, I am assured, with a son so happily 
possessed of the best qualities of both parents, a 
youth of high promise and ability to hold his own 
against older and more experienced men. Flease 
Grod, these trials will tend to form the boy into a 
strong man, 

" My little girl and I are deeply sensible of the 
honour and obligation conferred upon us by your 
gracious invitation. We shall be too happy, 
Princess, should no circumstances arise before the 
time named to render our visit inopportune. We 
keep in mind what change may happen, any day, 
in the reigning House. 

"Elfrida begs me to convey her affectionate 
respects to you and to the Prince, your son. 
Accept my loyal homage. — Your Royal Highness's 
faithful old friend, EDWIN FOUNTAINE." 



S". ►*.* 
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CHAPTER X 

THE SWORD OF DAMOCLES 

As weeks went on, the royal correspondence proved 
to have made a break in the life of father and 
daughter. Sir Edwin's thoughts were now wrapped 
in silence ; Elfrida's claims to companionship 
were too often put off with excuses as his long 
rides alone '* on business " became mcw-e frequent, 
and the child felt herself almost put away from 
her parent's heart. 

She knew nothing of certain palpable facts which 
faced him day by day. To Anarchists, harboured 
in England and amply supplied with money, was 
ascribed the recent attempt so nearly fatal to the 
Princess, his own friend. His wife was gradually 
becoming connected in his thoughts with the out- 
rage. Was she not Helene's enemy? He called 
to mind the woman's dark hints concerning the 
associates into whose way of life she had sunk, her 
refusal to satisfy his questions, her desperate claini 
for more money — a horrible feeling possessed him 
that he had been made an abettor of her crime. 
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What could he do? Denounce the wretched 
woman as an Anarchist and set the police upon her 
track ? He could not do that without proof, and 
he had none. Even if he knew her guilty, was he 
the man to hunt Elfrida's mother down to penal 
servitude or death? Not that he guessed the 
whole truth at once ; it stole upon him with silent 
step, night by night, as he lay between sleeping and 
waking, in the land of perturbed dreams. Why 
had he yielded so far under the spells of those eyes 
he had so often failed to resist ? And he dreaded 
what more might be exacted from him in time to 
come, by the same compulsion* 

One wakeful dawn, he was suddenly confronted 
by the consequences to ensue, should " friends and 
neighbours" round about get scent of the story. 
What could the clapping tongues, first roused by 
the wife's disappearance, make of his child's future 
life, were they now provided with a tangible thread 
on which to hang their cruel surmises ? For fear 
of that, he felt himself utterly at the mercy of 
his parted yokefellow. 

"My darling must be saved," he said, in his 
heart ; " it would be better for her if I were to die 
and leave her in the hands of a friend whom that 
woman's threats could not intimidate. I may not 
take my own life^ but I must be removed from the 
scene where my presence is Elfrida's danger— ^as 
' mdtki as I can find k safer protector. It will be a 
cruel wrench apart for us both) but I see no other 
way-*-4t must be<" 
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At mid-da^, lie started on a ride without telling 
his daughter. She heard the horse-tread on the 
gravel, and ran out to meet her father on the 
doorstep with eager question. He put her off, 
saying : 

" I am going to Lamer Towers — only to see the 
Duke on business." 

""Do take me, dear. I can wait about while you 
talk together. Can't I ride with you, papa ? " 

" No, my child, you cannot — not now. I will fix 
another day." 

Wistful eyes followed him as he trotted down 
the avenue; then Elfrida turned back to her 
school-room, sorrowful. 

A quiet day had been fixed for lunch and talk 
with his friends, and there being no other guest at 
table, he began to break his case to the kindly 
couple. 

"You will give me your advice, Duke? — and a 
lady such as you will be an invaluable counsellor, 
Duchess. I am in some anxiety on my little girl's 
account." 

" That girl I " said Duchess Maya. " Yes ; it 
seems to me that she should be taken in hand 
kindly and firmly by — somebody else besides her 
doting father." 

" Duchess, you have found me out. I have been 
for so many years chained for her sake to this one 
spot upon our narrow island .... I am just ftoW 
in for one of my old wandering fits." 

" You would be, of course," siiid thq Duke ; ** yoq 
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were on your recovery from an e<jfose in savage 
Africa when we met long ago in Vtenna." 

" When you, Duke, were the handy-man in our 
diplomatic ship's company." 

" Aye, before I was brought to my moorings in 
the haven of Do-little, as a British peer." 

" And I to my tether, as a rover brought back to 
his patch of grass, after years of roaming up and 
down the world." 

" The patch is green," said Duchess Maya, " and 
the kind of life is a good one for most of us." 

" For a time ; but I want a holiday, a long 
holiday ; that is of vital necessity to me now." 

" As an exceptional being," said Maya, exchang- 
ing a glance with her husband. " But Elfrida, in 
your absence " The phrase halted. 

" She is my first care. Duchess." 

" She has brought you up to obedience since she 
was a baby — that is her playful boast." 

** I have spoiled her, you mean ? " 

" You have done your worst, my friend, but you 
could not do that; the child's disposition is too 
sweet for you to alter," said the Duke, kindly. 

'*She is a darling! But I have given her the 
rein too long, it would hurt if I tried to pull her 
in ; a man's hand is too rough." 

" Quite true. She wants a woman's." 
' " She does ; will you be that good angel ? " 
' The Duchess hesitated ; her lord enquired, 
dubiously : 

** In what way do you mean ? " 
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" As her ggpurdians, both, with full legal powers 
while I am i^jlbnt from this country." 

" While you are absent — how long ? " enquired 
his Grace, with a blank stare. 

** That depends — on many things. I propose to 
go in for my old work and bring some new find to 
the Geographical Society. To do that you must 
disappear from civilisation, and you cannot be tied 
to time." 

" This idea of yours takes away one's breath, 
Fountaine. Such an unlimited absence throws a 
very grave responsibility upon any guardians 
chosen for your daughter." 

" Only your tried friendship could warrant my 
request. Upon that I venture to throw myself 
for the sake of what is dearest to me in the 
world." 

"Your daughter herself is a sufficient claimant 
for any protection within our power. But, being 
with us, she would have no suitable companion, 
now Sibyl is going out." 

** Have you ever thought of sending Elfrida to a 
really first-class school ? " suggested the Duchess ; 
"that would be the making of her as an accom- 
plished woman." 

" She is an only child " 

" All the more reason for what I say ; a school 
is what she wants — but I should not like to be the 
person who would take her there." V< V 

" I could go with her myself anywhere on the 
Continent, before my start for Africa^" 
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"Why not to Altenstadt? That is a splendid 
place for education," recommended the Duke. 

**And the Princess is so true a friend to you 
both. Shall I write to her, and suggest it to her 
as my own idea?" asked Duchess Maya, with 
amiable insistence. "We would take care that 
Elfrida enjoyed the holidays." 

" You are more than kind to my little girl. She 
will be taken into a world quite apart from this 
sleepy old county. She should have broader 
ideas." 

" She should ; as broad as the wide world, 
being her father's daughter," said the Duke, 
laughingly. 

"Broader than their narrow minds hereabouts, 
in case she might be called hereafter to live any 
of their petty persecutions down," said Sir Edwin, 
with evident conviction. 

" She will not be likely to need such precautions." 

" I am not so sure. I have observed that heir- 
esses are apt to be made a mark for malice among 
the women of their own county." 

*' Naturally ! " declared Maya, "with the matri- 
monial market dead against dowerless daughters," 

" Elfrida will be beautiful too — so my wife says," 
added the Duke. The father smiled with pleasure, 
as he assented by implication. 

"A kind, but discriminating judgment; and 
remember, she is to cultivate any talent she may 
possess with the thoroughness of German training, 
but not as a forced plant," 

{20 



The Sword of Damocles 

<* Quite right, if you wish her to grow up as 
bright and tnerry-hearted as she is now." 

*^Yes; I would keep her bathed in gladness, if 
that could be ; and then let her make some man 
happy, who will protect her when I am dead and 
gone." 

" Long before that, let us say rather." 

" It is my hope that she may marry young." 

" We fathers think that is best for our daughters, 
but we often object for our own sake." 

" Elfrida is the last of our old name, my heiress ; 
I have settled that to take effect when she marries, 
or comes of age, or at my death — whichever event 
happens first." 

"What a self-denying father! You do not 
mean to give up all, like King Lear ? " 

" To my Cordelia ? Why not ? But the lawyers 
have insisted upon reserving me a handsome 
maintenance by a special deed." 

"That was the least they could do. But your 
action seems extraordinary." 

" My dear Duke, it will make your guardianship 
a very simple matter. All my affairs will be left 
settled, cut and dry, in the hands of my family 
lawyers, in case I should fail to come back." 

" My dear fellow, I can't have you talk like that ! 
You do not mean to thrust your head into any lion's 
mouth, while you seem to have everything in the 
world to make you a happy father." 

" A man may be that, * yet the heart is acquainted 
with its own bitterness. ' " 
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"And *a fool knows his own business better 
than a wise man knows another's/ if I may cap 
your quotation with a Scotchman's impertinence." 

" I may count upon you both to lend my girl a 
helping-hand ? " 

The pair looked at each other; the Duke 
answered for both. 

" We will weigh the question together before we 
promise." 

A few days brought about a favourable decision, 
and the Duchess opened a communication with 
Princess Heinrich, which was followed up by 
Elfrida's father with such happy effect that the 
royal lady who had mothered Elfrida while in 
exile, gave promise now to preside over her educa- 
tion at the best school in Altenstadt, an institution 
she had specially taken under her fostering care. 
Charmed by this prospect, the wilful girl gave way 
to her father's desire, not knowing that it involved 
such long separation from him ; he had not dared 
to tell her yet how he meditated flight with the 
swallows beyond her ken, nor that she was to be 
left as a protecting angel near Helene. To his 
mind, it seemed impossible that the child's mother 
would not shrink from the execution of her 
murderous design, when its consequences must 
come home to her own offspring. 

Thus he carried his anxieties hidden in the 
depths of his heart, and laid out his plans to give 
his daughter every pleasure and happiness. The 
visit to the royal country home was fixed for the 
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middle of September, and the intervening weeks 
were filled by foreign travel. Elfrida's delight in 
the scenes, new to her, long familiar to him, repaid 
him with a renewal of life, a return of the old 
dauntless spirit oi adventure, which had borne him 
through so many straits in his early manhood. 
The same high mettle seemed to carry Elfrida, 
light as a mountain chamois, over ice-fields and 
perilous crevasses, by paths hung high above the 
abysses on either hand, where she would move by 
her father's side, smiling at danger, although in her 
steps many a home-bred maiden's cheek would 
have blanched with fear. 

The bright days flew, once they reached Prince 
Heinrich's castle on the hillside, and the inevitable 
hour drew on. One evening Sir Edwin and his 
daughter sat together in Helene's garden, to watch 
the sun going down behind the crest above them, 
and the new moon dropped, a golden crescent, in 
his wake. As the wondrous colours of the heavens 
and earth changed and faded into the darkling 
night under their eyes, the father drew the girl 
upon his knee ; his arms closed round her after 
the old fashion, his kisses covered her eyes and 
cheeks, as they had not done for many a long day, 
while he had striven to break from the old habit, 
the tender love ol a parent's passionate heart — in 
vain. Elfrida looked up, with a cry. 

" Father, what are you hiding from me ? There 
is something — I know it." 

A sound from his lips like a stifled sob broke off* 

123 



A King's Desire 

her speech, as the man put her aside, rose, and 
turned his face away. She caught round him and 
clung, pleading : 

** What is it, dear ? Is it — is it I who have been 
a trouble to you ? " 

** My darling — no, no ! * Thou wast an angel 
and didst comfort me,' my Miranda! But our 
happy days together have been many, and now I 
hear a voice calling me across the mountains and 
seas, far, far away." 

" What voice, papa, dear ? " cried the girl, trem- 
bling with a presentiment. 

"The voice that calls the swallow towards the 
South — down yonder we saw them gather in the 
morning for flight. 'Tis Nature in me, the same as 
in the birds. The man who has once lost himself 
in the heart of Africa must needs return one day 
to the wanderings of his youth. I obey the law, 
and I must leave you, my dearest," 

" Not for long ? No, no 1 '' 

" It may not be for very long." 

" But you say it as if you meant for ever ; do 
not go yet — not yet — or if you must, father, come 
back to me soon, or I shall die of grief." 

" My sweet, this is your first little trouble ; bear 
it bravely, and trust me to come back to you in 
God's good time." 

" Take me with you — why not ? " 

" Take you to the jungle or the bush, to shoot 
lions and tigers? Why, my child, you might be 
killed by them." 
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"So might you, father; if so, I would all the 
more be with you, to die together like the martyrs 
in Rome." 

" My brave little girl ! YoU are not afraid ? " 

"Why should I be afraid? I have heard you 
say, when you were seized and shaken by a lion 
long ago, all the fear seemed to die out of you, 
and you lay, quite calm and still, waiting to be 
killed and devoured — but they shot the Hon dnd 
saved you " 

"They did — ^and there are times when I have 
been half sdrfy they did not let it alone." 

" Oh, you wicked papa ! If they had left you to 
be killed, you would never have had me. You 
don't mean to tell me you are sorry I was ever 
born ? " 

" Hush, hush ! you know better than that, my 
young mistress. But make up your mind to leave 
your father some liberty of action for himself." 

Here Conrad rushed upon the scene, released 
from his daily discipline. The boy, already made 
the confidant of Sir Edwin's roving projects, 
embraced such ideas with youthful enthusiasm, of 
which he was fully prepared to impart a share to 
Elfrida. 

" So, Sir Edwin, your daughter is your difficulty ! " 
he exclaimed, as he broke upon their talk together. 
" Elfrida ought to have been a boy like me, able to 
rough it abroad, and willing, as I should be." 

" So should I, but he won't have me," said the 
girl. "I wish, how I wish, you could take my 
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place, Conrad, and make him come back to me 
soon. What a pity you are a Prince!" 

" It is a pity — I am tied to Altenstadt, the most 
professor-ridden spot in the world, I do believe." 

" And so am I." 

"Yes; till we are grown up. But courage, 
Elfrida! In three years — I come of age at 
eighteen." 

By her comrade and his mother Elfrida suffered 
herself to be comforted for the departure of her 
father within the next few days. In due course, a 
message from the desert reached her with assurance 
of his health and safety so far, so the child took 
up the new life he had chosen for her, and was 
resigned to the inevitable change. 
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CHAPTER XI 

THE THREAD BREAKS 

The long-expected came to pass at last: winter 
chills carried off the old King with little dis- 
turbance to his faithful lieges, after a protracted 
but unimportant life, which had worn out all 
claims for any bitterness of regret. The funeral 
pomps followed with royal circumstance and all 
observance due ; the thoughts of men, women, and 
children lightly turned towards the promise of a 
new and younger Sovereign. 

King Heinrich was still in the prime of man- 
hood, the full vigour of mental and bodily powers ; 
his talents and attributes fitted him to adorn a 
long and memorable reign. But there was some- 
thing wrong with this forecast ; perhaps the effect 
upon the popular pulse of his going out and 
coming in among his loyal Altenstadters under 
the shadow of the ever-watchful police. With 
what mysterious menace the air about him was 
fraught no seer could explain: too surely an 
atmosphere of blood-red tinge was spreading round 
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him. Spiritualists, palmists, and prophets of every 
fantastic faith were fast building up a belief that 
Prince Heinrich would not live through the first 
year of his reign. 

Certain it was, such superstitious fancies tended 
to promote a revival of Anarchist activity among 
the floating proletarian population, mendicants, 
gypsies, and riotous students, since his advent as 
a strong King to rule over them. No outrages 
were reported : there was, rather, an ominous 
pause in face of some sweeping assault upon the 
obnoxious paramount class. 

Count von Hartmann had come to the con- 
clusion that his Sovereign was suffering from 
dynamite bombs and bullets on the brain; this 
view was confirmed by His Majesty's expressed 
desire very soon after his accession. 

** Count, our first important business must be to 
secure the Queen's authority as Regent during my 
son's minority, should any such interval ensue on 
my departure." 

"A wise pt-ecaution, Majest^t, in due coiifse. 
But I would not precipitate the question. We 
cannot grasp such an idea as two royal deaths 
within one year." 

" But I hold no man with an inheritlance to 
leave behind him should live a day without pro- 
viding against his own death. This matter should 
be settled by myself, not left to the debate of 
othetS: this tiiuch I owe to my wife." 

"Perhaps any danger that presses ybU tb sUch 
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a decision is less a threat to you, Majestat, than to 
the Queen herself." 

The King's face darkened with a deeper frown as 
he turned and spoke with fixed determination : 

" The Queen must be held sacred in the eyes of 
my people as their future Sovereign, should I fall 
before my son can rule for himself. That is my 
command, Count : you will see that it be carried 
out at once." 

Count Karl bowed, dissatisfied with the devolu- 
tion of power to anyone but himself ; the Council 
of State was summoned, the decree drawn up and 
signed with the necessary formalities, and the 
Crown Prince was sent for to receive intimation of 
the solemn act. 

Conrad felt the announcement as a heavy blow. 
Of such unselfish forethought for him, for his 
mother, he could not have conceived ; how could 
he bear to contemplate the death of a father who 
had grown so dear to him ? A husband who was 
fain to atone so nobly for any past cause that 
might have led to the alienation of a loving wife ? 

With the impulse of youth, Conrad seized King 
Heinrich's hand, kissed and retained it as he led 
the way to Queen Helene's private room. There, 
with broken utterance, he told her what her 
husband had done for both their sakes. Having 
said his say he turned to leave them to each other, 
half-ashamed of the tears he could scarcely repress. 

Helene recalled him, saying: "My son, thank 
God who gave you such a father, as I will thank 
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Him while I live for what He has restored this 
day." 

So Heinrich was pardoned, and Helene put away 
her pride, the years of estrangement blotted out by 
their mingled tears. Their holy love from hence- 
forth was a revelation to the boy of what life means 
to those whom God has joined — two in one. 

That spring a rumour of war ran from end to 
end of Europe and stirred up the good burghers 
of Altenstadt to unwonted patriotic fever. This 
public feeling lent a special importance to the 
King's appearance among his excited people at a 
review of the army corps held in readiness to take 
the field at call for Fatherland. In such event, 
King Heinrich, it was well known, would be their 
leader, one tried and proved long ago as a capable 
commander. Thus his part in the pageant of the 
day was no mere royal formality. The Crown 
Prince, too, was to play the soldier by his father's 
side. 

Could any dread of assassination work its way 
under the steel helmet and white plume of this 
leader of men ? Nay ; to the King that day the 
sense of personal risk was no more than the zest 
that sweetens manly sport. His heart rose ready 
to accept the dark draught of death as the sparkle 
of golden wine to be drained with a smile. 

The troops were assembled in open country 
near the camp, a few miles from the capital, whence 
every available member of the population poured 
upon the scene and pressed as close to the man- 
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oeuvfea as wad permissible. The day's high doings 
tended to develop a sense of Imperial importance 
in the simple minds of workaday folk, and to 
satisfy one and all that they possessed the most 
desirable King in Christendom. The royal tribune 
was occupied by the Queen, surrounded by a 
brilliant group of ministers, officers, diplomatists, 
and Court ladies. At the close of the grand 
march past to spirit-stirring music, the cavalry 
formed in line, with the King at their head to lead 
the charge ; his son rode with him, and the beauty 
and noble bearing of the youth were the theme 
of every tongue, while his gallant horsemanship, 
acquired in the English hunting-field, stood him in 
good stead as his father's aide-de-camp . With the 
roar of a living cataract, horse and man in one long 
line bore down upon the tribune ; the ground shook 
beneath the thundering hoofs, the lightning flashes 
of their sabres cleft the air ; it seemed as if nothing 
could arrest their rush against the wooden wall of 
the tribune. At the critical moment the King's 
sword swung above his head, and the charging line 
drew rein with a crash; the standards and men 
saluted in homage to the Queen* Helene rose 
and bowed to her royal husband amidst the storm 
of cheers, and in her heart this was the proudest, 
happiest day her life had ever known. 

At last that scene of earthly glory was over. 
There was yet another ceremony which awaited 
the King: an address to be presented by the 
Burgomaster of a small town hard by the en- 
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campment At this point Heinrich was minded 
to discard his usual military escort, and to trust 
himself among the loyal townsmen with no more 
protection than his personal guard, Herr Raday, a 
stalwart Hungarian swordsman, who always rode 
beside his carriage. Of necessity, the shadowing 
police were at hand, but not in evidence. Aware 
that they were encountering some risk, the royal 
couple, by a tacit understanding, had sent their 
son home by another road. If King Heinrich 
" saw fear " it was for his wife, as the target for a 
woman's revenge. 

The royal carriage stood still in presence of the 
Burgomaster, a slow and wordy speaker. The 
crowd pressed round with their shouts, " Hoch ! 
Hoch ! " which acclaimed the King's brief and 
appropriate reply; the many voices drowned the 
click of a revolver a few paces from the carriage. 
The King caught sight of the man taking aim, and, 
quick as light, flung his body before his wife. 
Next moment he fell back into her arms with a 
bullet in his breast. 

This time the assassin sought no escape. A 
different man from the first, he was tempted, not 
by money, but by woman's wiles, to stain his soul 
with blood. He had sworn the Anarchist's oath to 
barter his own life against that of a royal victim ; 
thus, not as a man to whom no malice was borne, 
but as a King, was Heinrich done to death. 

The murderer, fallen into the hands of an 
infuriated people, had well-nigh forestalled his 
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account with Justice before he was dragged out 
of the crush, half-alive, by the police, his face and 
arms covered with bruises and bleeding from 
several wounds. He made no resistance and 
spoke no word while they hurried him away to 
await his doom. 

Aid from the military ambulance was quickly 
forthcoming, and such immediate relief as could 
be was rendered to the stricken man, with Helene's 
brave assistance. The surgeon's eyes met hers, 
but he did not speak, having no word of hope to 
offer. 

Heinrich revived under their hands, asking 
faintly to be taken home — to die, as the wife knew. 
So he was borne once more within the palace 
gates, his abode for a fleeting half-year, never 
again to go forth until he should be carried out 
feet foremost, bemoaned by all the world as a 
blameless King, an adored husband and father. 

His wife and Conrad, with his medical atten- 
dants, moved about his bed ; none other were 
suffered to disturb him, while any faint hope of 
life yet flickered. He called low: 

" Helene — I am leaving you — for Conrad's sake 
live on, my wife, so brave, so true ! " 

She leaned her face on the pillow beside him to 
hide what she could not suppress. He caught her 
hand with the grip of the dying ; and murmured 
low : 

" Remember this day, and guard well your own 
life " 
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" What is that worth, Heinrich ? I might have 
been hit first, but you gave yourself up to save 
me. . • . Oh, my God 1 how can I bear to live ? " 

"I did right to accept what I have earned 
from .... Gisela," 

She shuddered at the name, but thought he was 
delirious, and soothed him with soft touches, as a 
mesmeriser plays with pain. He sank to peace, 
yet the breath had not left him. Conrad came 
from without and spoke in a whisper: 

" Count von Hartmann is waiting." 

The great physician in charge of the King 
followed in for the last time and exchanged a 
look with the surgeon by the bedside. Helene's 
eyes glanced up towards him, questioning. The 
doctor replied : 

"Admit the Herr Minister; it will make no 
difference." 

The patient was past all pain, though the heart 
still fluttered. Royal observances and solemn 
rites for the parting soul closed round the body as 
it lay, silent, motionless, in the deep Valley of the 
Shadow. 

The last blessing was spoken, the young Crown 
Prince — now, alas ! a King — closed his strong arms 
round the heart-broken woman with a tender 
cry: 

"Mother, you have me still. Let me be your 
protector. Remember, father bade you live for 
me!" 

That same night the terrible news came upon 
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Elfrida with sudden violence. It was brought in 
late, none knew how, and was whispered in the 
dormitory while the girls were retiring to their 
dove-cot. As it ran among the fluttered school- 
mates it struck upon Elfrida's heart. She knew 
that meant a life made desolate for the woman 
she loved most, and she felt that further separation 
must ensue between them. Cares of State, she 
was taught to believe, must now suppress all 
private affections. So the English girl had no 
part, beyond her prayers, in the dismal weeks that 
followed for the Queen. 

Helene passed through the harrowing, proud 
ceremonial that attends upon royal death, and 
entered upon her reign as Regent, of necessity, 
within the first bitter days of her sorrow. She 
took upon her all the duties of her state, so bravely 
and admirably fulfilled by the capable intellect 
which survived the crushed heart. The wheels of 
Government ran smoothly under her guiding hand 
before she found a moment's pause to remember 
the banished girl. 

At last Elfrida was sent for. The kind face so 
altered by grief, the sombre weeds of woe, appalled 
the child, to whom this was a new, terrifying 
experience. The Queen's arm fell gently round 
her shoulder as she read the girl's thoughts and 
said : 

" Dear, I am not changed — to you." 

But Elfrida could hardly be comforted ; she 
spoke between her sobs : 
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"They told me I had no place in the Queen 
R^enfs Court — she would have no time, no, 
never a moment to give to me." 

"And you believed them? Dear child, you 
have a heart that will give you pain through your 
life." 

"But I feel so lonely, so lonely, in my 
school." 

''So do I — set upon my task as ruler for my 
son. I, too, am utterly lonely and must be." 

" Have you no near friend, Majestat ? " 

" Do not call me so ; I am Helene, your mother, 
while we are alone. No ; I have no friend who 
can lighten my burdens as your dear father used 
to do." 

Elfrida did not venture to ask further questions, 
but with a thoughtful care beyond her years, she 
wrote an earnest request to her guardians to seek 
some means of communication with her father, 
and to press for his speedy return. Queen Helene, 
she said, had need of him now. 

The Duke approved of the child's desire, and 
a determined effort was made forthwith to reach 
Sir Edwin Fountaine among the Arab Sheiks 
who were believed to afford him hospitality in 
their roving encampments. In this object all 
endeavours failed ; but one message, some months 
old, was brought from the desert by an Arab 
merchant of Tripoli. This proved to be a few 
lines written in haste to the Duke, and an en- 
closure for his daughter. 
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" My darling Elfrida, — To-day I start upon 
a search which may take me away for a long time, 
but the discovery of a new gold country, which I 
anticipate, is worth the effort. Do not be unhappy 
or afraid on my account, but trust in God, your 
father will return to you. 

"Till then, my child, go on with your studies 
and make the most of your time. 1 should be 
vexed if you were kept idle or moping by any 
anxious thoughts concerning your loving old dad, 

** Edwin Fountaine." 
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CHAPTER XII 

DAN CUPID IN THE PICTURE-GALLERIES 

Queen Helene had risen to her grave occupa- 
tions as Regent with rare ability, and the patience 
with her opponents learned during her years of 
obscurity. Her Ministers, none too complacent 
to a woman ruler, were slowly made to feel the 
pressure of steel within the delicate fingers of their 
Sovereign Lady. Count von Hartmann alone 
stood out, unswayed by her compulsive charm. 

Her son was the centre of their divergence; 
the eternal " religious " question and Conrad's 
obnoxious Anglophile inclinations furnished two 
fruitful subjects of debate. Many a battle royal 
ended drawn, or collapsed in armed truce, before 
the man of iron was forced at last to count with 
a youthful Prince who might be occasionally led 
by a man's superior mind, but whom no strong 
hand could break, nor coercion drive from his 
own way. 

So a few years went by uneasily at Altenstadt, 
while Queen Helene's name rose high in repute 

»38 



Dan Cupid in the Picture-Galleries 

among Sovereign rulers. There even appeared 
some ground on which she and her powerful 
Minister were of one mind : the importance of 
an early betrothment for the young King with a 
bride of Imperial birth ; none less than the 
daughter or niece of Tsar or Kaiser was esteemed 
worthy. So far the passion of maternal pride 
swayed Helene for her son's sake. 

As the close of Conrad's eighteenth year drew 
on towards the day of his accession to power, a 
Princess of the desired qualifications was enticed, 
as Helene's guest, to adorn the coming-of-age 
festivities ; and — under solemn secrecy sworn 
between her parents and the Queen Regent — to 
meet the young King and make up her mind upon 
him as material to be modelled into matrimonial 
shape hereafter. It was esteemed wise to conceal 
any such doings from the intractable subject him- 
self. 

Now, another youth, supposed to rule over 
" beasts, men, and gods," none less than Dan Cupid, 
had propounded a plan of his own to upset these 
calculations. Shortly before Hatfites at the palace 
came the break-up at the school. Elfrida and 
Conrad, by this time, had almost lost touch of one 
another in their divergent paths. Though near, 
they met seldom; the Queen had no longer 
leisure to indulge her old affection for the girl, save 
at rare intervals, mostly in the absence of her son. 
There had even sprung up between those two 
young people that mauvais honte which afflicts 
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the budding swain, as well as the tender timidity 
of a young girl. For Elfrida, the years spent at 
her admirable school had worked wonders. 
Spurred by healthy emulation, and the desire to 
please her father on his return, while she lived 
amongst the artistic surroundings for which Alten- 
stadt was renowned, she had developed a real 
talent for painting. A portrait from memory was 
one of the subjects offered for school prizes, and 
the Queen had promised to confer the victor's 
reward with her own hand. Elfrida recalled the 
face that would please Helene best, and the beauti- 
ful boyish features, with the light down springing 
on the chiselled lip, rose under the girl's practised 
pencil with the fidelity of a lifelong memory. 

When the gala day drew near, Conrad success- 
fully asserted his claim to attend with his mother. 
Count Karl, informed of the arrangement, ex- 
pressed his sentiments thereupon with eloquent 
silence by a damnatory grimace, and got himself 
invited at once on the strength of a niece at the 
school. 

As the royal visitors were ushered to their 
raised seats with strains of music and elaborate 
curtseys, Conrad's eyes roved up and down in 
search of his old playmate. He discovered her, 

" Finely attired in a robe of white," 
that touched the ground, adding inches to her 
apparent height, and dignity to the sway of her 
light form as it rose from the deep reverence before 
Royalty's passage. Her fair face shone above the 
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Teutonic Fraulein troop as a fresh English rose. 
Her tremor and excitement added to her charm as 
the loveliest girl in Altenstadt. 

The prizes were distributed with due solemnity, 
and set speeches by the headmistress and chief 
professor, as well as many a smile and word of 
praise from the sweet-spoken Queen. Once and 
again the English girl was called forward to 
receive her meed ; last of all, the royal portrait was 
produced, and greeted with exclamations of ad- 
miring pleasure by the group around the Queen. 
Conrad regarded it for several moments with an 
air ot diffidence, as if he felt his own personal 
inferiority. 

His tongue having played him a scurvy trick, he 
was fain to atone in dumb show for his failure in 
speech. Bowing low, he lifted the artist's cunning 
little hand to his lips ; the sweet, earnest eyes 
veiled themselves with their dark fringe at the 
mute caress. This little scene passed unobserved 
by Helene, who was engaged in discussing the 
merits of the portrait with the headmistress. 
That learned lady turned her head away from 
the too-enterprisii^ King's mark of homage with 
a toleration that could have been extended to no 
less exalted youth ; but the inflexible Minister of 
State stood straight and stark, with brows of 
thunder and eyes of flame, which called up a red 
response on the cheek of the unamenable Prince. 

Next day the angry statesman demanded an 
audience of the Queen. His first words were : 
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"Did you see what happened yesterday at the 
school ? " 

" What happened, Count ? '' 

"Evidently Your Majesty did not see: I 
did." 

" See, what do you mean ? " 

**What it is my duty to tell Your Majesty. 
The King's attentions to the English Fraulein 
are already the talk of the town." 

"What? My Conrad! There was nothing of 
the kind that I saw." 

" But I tell you, Majestat, I did. He kissed 
her." 

*' No, Count ! " 

" Oh, her hand ! I beg your pardon." 

" I don't see much harm in that little mark of 
respect from a gentleman to a lady," said the 
Queen, with a lofty smile. 

" That depends upon what kind of lady." 

•* Fraulein von Fountaine is an English heiress 
of noble birth." 

" She is that : not good enough to be your son's 
Royal consort, too good for any morganatic com- 
promise." 

" She is as safe with my son as with a brother. 
I can answer for him." 

" You think so, Majestat-— — - ? " 

" All his life has been spent under my eyes." 

"You could not give him a more dangerous 
record, where a foolish young woman is con- 
cerned." 
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"Sir Edwin Fountaines daughter is too well 
brought up to think of the King." 

" She knows no more than your son does what 
such philandering means. Two silly things I They 
will plunge into the fire together, like a couple of 
canary birds let out of their cages, and then — 
caution will come too late." 

"What caution do you advise, Count?" asked 
Helene, with hauteur. 

" The common-sense of men and women. The 
young King has had no experience yet outside 
your palace ; your charming, but precise and 
punctilious Court can teach him nothing of what 
he requires to know, as a man of the world." 

" He can see the world, travel — suitably accom- 
panied." 

** Not amiss. Or he could gain his knowledge 
of life at home, with a judicious mentor to give 
him his head on certain occasions." 

" My son has no inclination that way." 

" Because he has always lived with his illustrious 
mother. But now you would do wisely to with- 
draw your immediate presence and shut your eyes 
for a year or two, till the King is old enough to 
marry." 

" I see what you mean, Count. I will give way, 
when the time comes, to a young Queen Consort, 
and withdraw myself — ^but not till then." 

*' Meantime, your son has to buy a little know- 
ledge with a few headaches." 

" Headaches, what for ? " 
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" As a prophylactic against heartaches. A good 
course of theatres, Parisian ballets, and comic 
operas should form part of his education." 

" Do you call theatres — of that kind — educational 
institutions ? Shakespeare, I can understand." 

"And so can your son — too much. The great 
poet affords too many excuses for runaway 
matches. No; you must combat any attack of 
sickly sentiment with wholesome frivolity." 

" I could not lend myself to an5rthing of that 
kind." 

" You could leave your son to his own devices, 
as a gay young bachelor King. Why should he not 
— how shall I put it to Your Majesty ? Ah ! that 
charming phrase the thick-headed English have 
got hold of — why should not the King sow a little 
of his wild oats ? " 

The Queen's look arrested the bold speaker, 
followed by the withering words: 

"You are making a grave mistake, Count von 
Hartmann." 

A cutting tone of sarcasm underlay the courtly 
language of his reply : 

" I beg Your Majesty's pardon, but you will see 
yet. The noble Fraulein Fountaine is a very 
lovely girl." 

" That does not concern my family." 

" It concerns a very honourable and distinguished 
English family. She ought to marry young; we 
shall see her become one of the great ladies of the 

English Court" 
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« Vety likely we shall." 

"Are her people making arrangements for her 
return to her own country?" 

" Not that I am aware of — while she is so young ; 
and then, I shall miss her. She is so bright, so 
loving; a great solace to me when I have any 
leisure to keep her with me." 

" Then I would exhort you, Majestat, to deprive 
yourself — for the girl's own good — and send her 
away from Altenstadt/' 

"Send her away! She comes to me to spend 
her holidays in my mountain villa." 

" But you could change your mind, alter your 
plans." 

"You ask for the impossible, Count. I have 
promised." 

** Then keep your promise differently, Majestat. 
Arrange for a visit to England, take her with you, 
and confide her« to her friends. Forgive me, the 
occasion is grave." 

" I cannot see what you mean." 

" Watch and wait. Your Majesty will see." 

The exalted disputants parted for the moment 
in mutual misunderstanding, pending the arrival of 
the young Princess Carola, who was expected next 
day, as a possible aspirant to a Queen-Consort's 
crown. She came with a retinue as long as the 
string of names on her baptismal register, including 
Herzogin von Fiirstenberg, a lady of honour of 
formidable mien, a living compendium of etiquette, 
precedence, and all manner of Courtly lore, amassed 
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during a long life spent in the service of the most 
rigidly formal and ceremonious Royal House in 
Europe. 

As Queen Helene met and embraced Princess 
Carola on the grand staircase of the palace, the 
Duchess von Furstenberg loomed on the field of 
view like some unpropitious planet On her 
presentation by the Princess, she curtseyed to the 
Queen with effusion ; then, before the your^ King, 
she sank low to her knee, and recovered herself, 
the while she eyed him up and down with a 
waiting-gentlewoman's keen curiosity. The boy 
winced, and only resumed his Royal attitude of 
impassibility at a reproving glance from his 
mother. 

That evening a blight seemed to have fallen 
upon the cheer. At table the conversation 
languished ; in the drawing-room it died down to 
whispers, out of politeness to a famous pianist who 
inflicted a long and learned recital from Bach upon 
the Court circle. One new lady of honour, a 
certain lively young widow, Baroness von Waren- 
dorf, who entertained views of her own as to the 
appropriation of the delightful " Prince Charming " 
of the occasion, glanced round with eyes more 
critical than kind upon the bride-presumptive 
and her unamiable duenna. 

Next morning Conrad was despatched with 
Princess Carola on a round of the palace picture- 
galleries, as it were to dissolve some of the stiff 
starch which seemed to encase the royal charmer — 
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under due supervision of the Duchess von Fiirsten- 
berg. King Conrad's steps, too, were dogged by 
one discreet Kammerherr von Steinkopff, who kept 
close "to heel" with intent to waken up the 
callous youth out of his nonchalance. Unluckily, 
Conrad had just reached the age when the sight 
of any stranger of similar years and opposite sex 
becomes a terror to the ingenuous. Only his 
manners and royal self-restraint assisted him to 
save the situation. 

Conrad's duty as host prompted him to invite 
due admiration of the priceless pictures, the heir- 
looms left by more than one royal collector. He 
did so without any thought for feminine feelings, 
boldly proclaiming the merits of an unveiled 
Venus, chastely clothed in divine beauty — to his 
artistic eye. More than once the lady-in-waiting 
had recourse to her fan before the effect of his 
eloquence dawned upon the unblushing youth. 
To repair his mistake, he blundered upon an ex- 
ceedingly beautiful Europa, draped and decent — 
as he stupidly supposed. The nymph was 
perched side-saddle-wise upon the back of a 
bull — the transformed, enamoured Jove, who 
licked her lovely foot. Here at least, thought 
the discreet young man, the Herzogin can see 
nothing to shock propriety. As it appeared 
at once, the wonderful work of art appealed 
strongly to the Princess's appreciation — of animal 
affection. She invoked her duenna with mild 
enthusiasm : 
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"Ach, Herzogin, look at that dear cowl Isn't 
she delicious? What a pretty picture!" 

At this, Conrad was somewhat taken aback, and 
still more so when without a word, the Herzogin, 
horror-struck, passed her arm under Princess 
Carola's and walked her off to another apartment. 
The King followed, with a rueful glance back at 
the masterpiece upon which he had drawn down 
such cruel commendation. 

In the next gallery, matters mended. A long 
line of full-length portraits in portentous frames 
furnished forth the lofty walls, the likenesses of 
Altenstadt's Royal and Ducal Rulers from recent 
times far back into the stately procession of the 
centuries. In presence of such illustrious forebears, 
Princess Carola stood still, moved by every instinct 
of birth and breeding to desire a place upon those 
walls for a picture of herself. Stirred by this 
feeling, at last she broke out of the quiet calm that 
characterised her accustomed ways : 

" What a splendid spectacle ! How proud Your 
Majesty must feel to belong to such a race ! '* 

The King smiled : he said languorously : 

" I hardly know whether I ought to be proud of 
them, or not. I have been looking at them con- 
tinually for the last three or four years." 

" And their dresses and decorations ! the uni- 
forms, the robes of State — I never saw anything 
so brilliant at our Court." 

"An Imperial one; we are only secondary 
Sovereigns." 
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"In your place, I would not belittle my 
advantages. You are just like — the best of them 
all at that end of the room : your own father. 
What a pleasure to be his heirl" 

Conrad was touched ; although the manner of 
the speaker somewhat detracted from the matter 
of her discourse. 

" My ffither was taken away — to my infinite loss 
— or I should not be a King now. That spoils the 
pleasure for me," 

<* Oh, but to come to the throne while you are 
young, and can take delight in it all ! I call you a 
vory happy King, cousin." 

Cousin I They had never met before, and now, 
she crept up to him, half shyly, half familiarly — 
somehow the position perplexed him. It had been 
long impressed upon him that there were only 
six woipen in the world — his cousins all — among 
whom he could choose a wife — was this one of 
them ? If so, she had him at unfair advantage as 
a kinswoman. 

He looked at her now, for the first time, and 
appraised her attractions with captious eyes. The 
fair scion of the Caesars was a solid little lady 
of an ordinary type of the budding Hausfrau ot 
bourgeois kind, redeemed by a pretty face of pink 
and white framed with abundant gold hair. Quite 
2^ beauti du diable bereft of the noble mould 
and grace of motion associated with Conrad's 
ide^l So now, a few moments' reflection set him 
on his guard. Hi3 manners stood him in good 
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stead as he escorted the Princess back to her 
apartments, but he made no offer to linger by her 
side. 

He turned again and found his way to a side 
room opening out of one of the galleries, whither 
he was attracted by a certain masterly battle 
piece which appealed to his military instincts. 

Perhaps too, he was unconsciously drawn by the 
chain of ideas which connected the place with 
Elfrida. Here she had been allowed, at times, to 
take copies of her favourite pictures. By mischance 
she was so occupied now. 

There stood the plain modem easel ; hard by 
sat the simple Kammermadchen, a school-maid, 
Elfrida's only escort Under the canvas on the 
easel peeped little feet, and the stray youth, 
guessing to whom they belonged, walked round 
the painting which screened the artist and surprised 
her in her bedaubed holland pinafore, with 
incumbrances of palette and brushes. Her old 
playmate laughed as she refused him her working 
hand, deliberately perched himself upon a lordly 
satin sofa placed against the wall, and thus 
remained to watch her at her work. 

" Come, this is not fair," she remonstrated ; ** my 
picture is at its very worst period. I can't go on, if 
you watch me, Majestat." 

" Don't call me that, Mademoiselle, or Til pitch 
your picture out of that big window." 

" Will you, sir ? Oh, how can you commit such 
a breach of etiquette — a German King ? " 
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*• Hang that stuff, Elfrida ! You know what a 
whole-hearted Englishman I am, King or no 
King." 

"But you must conform to Court custom and 
ever so many little things with big, boastful 
names." 

" Won't I live all that down, now I'm going to 
be King all to myself! " 

** Vm afraid you will not be allowed to do as you 
like." 

" Why not, if I'm master of the house ? Come, 
answer me that, Elfrida. See, you're doing 
nothing : you may as well put down your paints 
and sit by me." 

" That would be very wrong indeed." 

" What's the harm ? " 

" Don't you know, sir ? No unmarried girl may 
sit upon a sofa. That is one of the privileges when 
one has become Madame." 

" We waive that : the King commands." 

** Not me, Majestat ; I was born in a free 
country, remember." 

" And so was I — your old, only brother Conrad. 
Come, sit down and talk to me while we have the 
chance, Elfrida, dear." 

" And I'm afraid you must no longer call me so, 
Conrad." 

" Ah ! you say that, you don't mean it. Come, 
sit here." 

" No, sir. What would Kammerherr von Stein- 
kopff think of me ? " 
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" No, would he dare ? " 

" See, there he stands ; in the doorway." 

"The spy! he has actually dodged me from 
room to room." 

Conrad rose with angry looks towards the 
interloper, and boldly took Elfrida round the waist 
with intent to draw her to a seat on the ottoman. 
She snatched herself away, speaking low : 

" Conrad, this is not fair. You will get me into 
serious trouble at school." 

" Shall I though ? On account of that jabbering 
old stonehead, Herr von SteinkopfT? Does he take 
me for a pet dog to be muzzled and coated and led 
about by a string? No, no, I will not allow it 
You shall stay. It is ages since we have had a 
talk together. Take off this apron thing, and sit 
down." 

"Then you must behave yourself, sir — like a 
Prince." 

" I will do that," said Conrad, as he helped to 
remove the incumbrance, and handed her to the 
seat with a look of defiance at the " espial " ; then 
cast himself down on the fur rug near her, as a 
graceful young Hamlet at his Ophelia's feet 

But other witnesses were soon on the spot. From 
a door opposite to that occupied by the Kan^mer- 
herr, the Queen suddenly issued in search of her 
son, whom she had failed to find for some time. 
The new lady-in-waiting, Baroness von Warendorf, 
following her Royal Mistress, took in the situation 
and bit her lip. Neither was Helene blind ^ny 

152 



Dan Cupid in the Picture-Galleries 

longer. The picture that met her eye almost 
disarmed her pride and ambition. A pang shot 
through her heart as it answered: 

" Would God it might have been ! — but as a 
King — no." 

So she broke in on Conrad's close conference, 
and Elfrida went back, as was customary, with her 
maid, whence she came. 

The morrow was the inevitable day, when 
Helene resigned her Regency with the keen pang 
of parting from power inherent in the royal breast. 
When she met her Council, assembled for the last 
time under her sway, Mistress and Ministers were 
deeply moved, and the Queen took leave of each 
and all with tears in her eyes. Count Karl alone 
retained his imperturbable calm, and speeded the 
departing Sovereign with deferential congratula- 
tions on the accession of her son. 

The King's installation was solemnised next 
day. At this ceremonial, and the festivities which 
followed, Princess Carola's place was assigned 
next the Queen : these illustrious ladies were ex- 
cruciatingly polite towards each other; Helene 
indulged the hope that Conrad would yet make 
amends, and hinted as much, delicately. The un- 
appreciated Princess finally took her departure, 
fully persuaded in her own mind that a Queen 
Consort of Altenstadt would enjoy a state befitting 
an Imperial Princess, but that the King, at present, 
was much too young a boy to make the proper 
advances towards that consummation. She left 
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the country much complimented and deeply 
disappointed. 

Thus at last, Helene saw eye to eye with the 
cold-hearted statesman, what necessity pressed her 
to divide her son from the girl she would have 
chosen for his wife — but for the obligations of a 
crown. By her own influence, by stratagem if it 
must be, this dear child should be taken away from 
the peril to Conrad, the sorrow to her own innocent 
heart. 

A confidential correspondence with the Duchess 
of Brancaster was at once opened by Queen 
Helene. In consequence, a visit to England was 
pressed upon Elfrida a§ a duty to her friends and 
to her absent father, whose tenantry and de- 
pendants had missed her presence for so long. 
Even Conrad approved of the journey, gained 
over to his mother's views, and counting on his 
playmate's quick return ; upon his sanguine mind 
it never dawned that they were separated of set 
purpose. Yet they took leave of one another with 
a rending of old ties. 

It was under the pines at the foot of the hill, 
where Queen Helene's favourite villa rose above 
them, they stood together amidst the waves of 
gold and many-changing radiance that filled the 
heavens and earth with glory as the sun went 
down. Their time was short, for Conrad rode 
away that evening to rejoin the camp where he 
was about to spend some days, taking part in the 
manoeuvres. He wore his uniform as a cavalry 
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colonel, and looked every inch a young soldier 
King. This was their favourite walk on the few 
occasions when such meetings had renewed their 
early kindness, within the past years. 

" You will have a grand time, Elfrida," said the 
youth, with a bright smile. "You will see dear 
old England again, while I can only wish I were 
going back with you." 

" You care so much still for the dear old time ? " 
asked Elfrida, trembling. 

"I do ; and yet, this is my home, my place in 
the world. I would not give it up. But I would 
spend half my time in England, if I had my way. 
Don't you remain away too long, mind, Elfrida," 

" I am not in my own hands, and should my 
father come back " 

" He will be kind to you and to me." 

A tremor in the boy's voice went to her inmost 
soul. As the tears rose to her eyes, he took her 
hands in his, and with the protecting tenderness 
of a man, he drew her towards him, whispering: 

" My little sister, do not grieve your heart ; you 
will come back to us, I know." 

He bent down his tall head, and softly, reverently, 
as a kinsman might, he pressed a kiss upon her 
forehead. A joy past joy in that caress thrilled 
her through with a strange surprise. She could 
have fallen upon his neck and wept her heart to 
peace — but maiden fear held her still. 

For the young man, the world lay wide — a field 
ol duties, cares, and pleasures before his feet, where 
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the love of woman counted not as yet ; but the 
girl who left him had parted with her h^art. 

Baroness von Warendorf watched from a 
window, smiling, as Elfrida returned to the villa 
with downcast looks, alone. 
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CHAPTER XIII 

NATURE'S REVENGE 

Count Karl, too, laughed in his sleeve while 
Queen Helene pressed her departure. In her 
haste to separate the young pair so manifestly 
made for a perfect union of love, she looked only 
to the State necessities of her son's position and 
took no thought for the inevitable revenge of 
thwarted Nature. Mother-like, she foresaw no 
other peril to the boy of eighteen, and pursued 
her plans with confidence for that prevention 
which proverbially excels cure. 

Conrad was gradually informed by her letters 
of many matters which she desired to effectually 
impress upon the filial mind. She wrote from 
Lamer Towers: — 

"Dearest Conrad, — The quiet journey and 
the restful surroundings have alrAidy done your 
devoted mother a world of good. No Court, no 
ceremonial duties — above all, no exacting Minister. 
The Brancasters are an ideal host and hostess, 
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and I can sulk in my own room, or sally out to 
the Cottage Hospital in a linen gown, at my own 
pleasure. I know you will envy me this intense 
relief from the restrictions of Royalty. Quite 
serious events are in prospect here which may 
delay my return somewhat longer than I intended. 
Sibyl's marriage with the young Earl of Ettrick 
takes place next month, and my presence at the 
ceremony is considered de rigueur, Elfrida is to 
be one of the bridesmaids. This marriage will 
make a great difference to her, as she will be 
called upon to replace the daughter of the house, 
and cannot possibly be sent back to school. I 
shall miss her at Altenstadt; but we must not 
be selfish, and we know the position to which 
she is entitled in England will be far better for 
her than any favour we could extend to her there, 
where we are bound by the strict limits of a 
Court Nothing has been heard of Sir Edwin 
since the last news was received, and a large 
remittance was sent to him through a merchant 
at Tripoli. He was then going farther away 
among the Arab settlements, and of late it is 
reported that they have plundered and murdered 
him — but this has not yet been confirmed, and 
all such apprehensions are kept from Elfrida by 
her kind friends, who do their utmost to make 
her enjoy her youth and bright prospects. Her 
dear father gave proof of extraordinary foresight 
in settling his affairs before he left this country, 
so that by no chance whatever that might happen 
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to him, could any obstacle be placed to her 
settlement in life. The dear girl sends her 
kindest remembrances to you ; and my host and 
hostess desire me to convey their homage. Take 
care of yourself, my darling boy, is the special 
request of your loving mother, Helene." 

The maternal epistle could scarcely fail of its 
design : to kill the germs of any amorous affection 
tending towards the English girl. But how about 
the heart's dangerous rebound, once the youth has 
felt the sweet needs evoked by the maiden's 
charms, too quickly snatched from his desire? 
Little did the mother imagine what might occur 
during her absence, what she should discover on 
her belated return! 

A few days before she started upon her home- 
ward way, a word of warning reached her from the 
wily Minister, couched in deprecatory terms, but 
touched with the quiet triumph of a successful 
prophet. Helene understood what was meant, 
disbelieved it, and travelled night and day in her 
impatience to convince the Count he was wrong. 
Under cover of her incognito she arrived one 
morning at Altenstadt before the lieges were astir, 
concealed herself in a hired equipage, startled the 
warders at the palace and caught unprepared — not 
Count Karl but her son. * 

The Queen in her haste swept past an astounded 
Kammerherr, and there sat the Baroness von 
Warendorf, a thing of dainty dimples and fluffy 
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fair hair, decked in an elaborate lace tea-gown, 
enjoying an early cup of coffee Ute-drteU with His 
Majesty in his private morning-room. 

At sight of the speechless maternal wrath, the 
young man's excuses died upon his tongue ; there 
was no more spirit left in him to take his own part, 
or the lady's. The bewildered Baroness, of her 
own movement, sank with a Court curtsey till her 
supple knee touched the ground. After a few 
moments of confusion, the Queen spoke her 
sentence of dismissal : 

" Madame," she said, trembling with indignation, 
"your attendance is excused — ^you may go." A 
wave of the royal hand left no room for doubt or 
demur, and the offender vanished — for the moment. 

It was some minutes before any words passed 
between the mother and son. At last the Queen 
spoke, her voice unsteady with emotion. 

" Conrad, is this my welcome home ? " 

" I have nothing to say for myself, mother. I 
deserve the worst that can happen to me." 

" If I am to remain here, that person must not 
be seen or heard of again ; her dismissal from 
this Court must be final. I will give my 
orders " 

" Stay, mother ! I admit myself unpardonable. 
But that lady was received here as your attendant, 
with an unblemished reputation. She cannot be 
turned away disgraced .... on my account." 

" And your mother cannot accept of her presence 
here a day longer." 
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Hereupon, Count von Hartmann was announced. 
He had been informed of the Queen's early arrival, 
and hastened to meet the crisis he had foreseen. 
Helene looked him in the face as she gave her 
accusation words. 

" Count, you knew of this folly of my son's, as I 
gathered from your last letter. Why did you not 
put a stop to it at once ? " 

"Because I am not your son's master, nor his 
keeper, Majestat" 

" Do you know that he opposes my dismissal of 
the lady, and this interference of his implies my 
banishment from his Court ? " 

" Do not say that, mother ! " cried the young 
King. " I will marry the lady. You will admit, 
Count, my mother could allow her presence as my 
morganatic wife." 

" No, Conrad ; I would rather follow your coffin 
to the grave — much as I love you — than see you 
fall so low." 

" The Queen is right," said Count Karl ; " such 
an act would involve your ruin at the Imperial 
Court, and your alienation from your own 
subjects." 

" Am I their slave. Count ? " 

** You are bound by the honour of a King. What 
you speak of means a moral suicide. I will go so 
far as to say, the lady concerned would not dare to 
lend herself to such a sacrifice." 

"Oh! you are in her confidence so far," said 
Helene, with lofty displeasure. 
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"So far as my fidelity to your son's interests 
may require of me, Majestat I met the Baroness 
outside in the gallery ; she had just left your 
presence in tears, and she has placed herself in 
my hands to dispose Your Majesty to clemency. 
That will be best — if you do not desire that the 
vagaries of a boy of eighteen should provide 
amusement for the gossips and scribblers of 
Europe — at His Majesty's expense." 

" Let them do that," said Conrad, defiantly ; ** only 
the lady's character is worth consideration." 

" I think none the worse of you for such chivalrous 
abnegation," said the Count ; " the question is, will 
the Queen assist us to — to — hold by the Napoleonic 
axiom as to the private purification of the family 
linen ? Let the lady " 

" I cannot permit the person in question to 
remain here on any terms," said the Queen, in 
trenchant tones. 

'* But you can spare her from a sudden, dis- 
reputable dismissal." 

" How so ? " 

** Let her retire from Court on a plea of delicate 
health." 

" I will not have her put away under a lame 
excuse that can deceive no one," said the King. 
"Why should she suffer all the loss, when I am, 
at least, as much to blame as she can be ? " 

" No ! A woman of her age to entice my son ! 
She deserves .... anything ! " 

"And what do I deserve? I should have 
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thought of that before, mother. If you cannot 
forgive her " 

"Conrad — do not provoke me to anger!" cried 
Helene,. whose strong hold upon her own passion 
was fast giving way. " Either she or I must quit 
your house this day." 

"Mother, I am sorry for what I have done. 
For myself I make no defence, but she shall not be 
driven away like a criminal " 

" Then I wash my hands of your actions from 
this day forward, Conrad. I will go without delay, 
and never again set foot within these doors — once 
shut out by my unnatural son ! " 

As the Queen turned away in her wrath, Conrad 
sprang forward to seize her hand. She wrenched 
it from him, and swept out of the room. Count 
Karl followed her to her private apartments, in 
dismay at the prospect of a public esclandre. He 
endeavoured to speak, but Helene arrested him, 
saying : 

" I am going away to-day. Count. Are you 
satisfied with what you have done?" A bitter 
laugh added a sting to those words of scorn. 

The Count bowed low, and pleaded calmly : 

** Majestat, I did venture to suggest the ex- 
pediency of such a move some time past I now 
observe, with all submission, that the present 
moment is inopportune " 

" That means, you, Count, and my son are of one 
mind upon a position to which I can on no terms 
submit" 
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** Majestat, my advice is faithful and honest " 

" Say dishonourable, Count" 

" I do not pretend that it can be palatable to so 
proud and determined a Princess; but if you 
reject it, you will be sorry." 

" Indeed, Count von Hartmann I " 

" Yes, you will ; because this is a case where 
a man's judgment should come in — where an 
emotional woman, pardon me! can only play a 
losing game." 

"And a man with no conscience can reckon 
upon a winning one." 

"Remember, Majestat, I have never made a 
mistake." 

The Count's tone, hard and menacing, recalled 
the Queen to her natural dignity. Argument, 
appeal to honour, she knew, were lost upon the 
infallible Minister of expediency. She turned 
away in disdainful silence ; a wrathful sense that 
there was some solid basis for his offensive 
demands, made her the more loth to accept 
counsels to which she might have hearkened had 
they been expressed in less arrogant terms. 

The sum of all was, Queen Helene returned to 
her separate establishment, and the fair offender 
enjoyed her hour of triumph. After the Queen's 
retirement, she no longer inhabited the palace, but 
carried on her butterfly reign elsewhere, coun- 
tenanced by such sections of the rank and fashion 
of Altenstadt as did not blush to court her favour, 
which was extended to the right persons only, 
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under Count Karl's judicious advice. So the man 
of the world had his way, while loyal folk shut 
their eyes and shrugged their shoulders at the 
infatuation of their young King. 

Meantime, Helene wore away the winter in her 
chilly mountain home. Her lonely hours were 
embittered with humiliation and the sting of de- 
feated hopes. How long should this blight cling 
about the young life that was all her world of joy 
or pain ? 

A vision of pure, maiden loveliness would rise 
and haunt her memory till the cry broke from her 
heart : 

"Elfrida .... had it been otherwise! Why, 
why am I the mother of a King ? " 
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Old Time mended his laggard pace in the young 
King's company, and before Conrad knew where 
he was, a chapter in his life-story lay behind him, 
which, by this time, read less brilliantly than his 
imagination had conceived it. The Psyche to 
whom he played Eros was fain to fill her wings 
with gifts on a scale of royal liberality so lavish 
that, for mere want of thought except to reward 
her smiles, he had floundered deeply into debt. 
In thus misleading the young Sovereign, the 
mercenary fair one had broken loose from Count 
Karl's bearing-rein, and incurred his dangerous 
displeasure. At last he did not hesitate to oppose 
her interest by the most cold-blooded proofs of 
peculation. The Royal accounts for the half-year, 
with their formidable adverse balance, were boldly 
tendered to the King, with the daring declaration 
that "a daughter of the horse-leech" had too 
recklessly drained His Majesty'sVesources. Hence 
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Count Karl coupled his audit with sound advice 
that the insatiable charmer should be promptly 
changed, pending the arrangement of a suitable 
matrimonial alliance on behalf of the King. Upon 
these strict conditions, His Majesty's difficulties 
would be met by the State. 

Conrad, face to face with an exhausted privy 
purse, took a few days to bethink him of some 
better resource than unconditional surrender to 
Count Karl's decree. An appeal to the Queen 
was the outcome of his meditations. One day, 
the Baroness von Warendorfs elegant equipage 
was missed in the Albrechtstrasse, and it was 
reported that she had betaken herself to a 
famous beauty bath ; the next morning Helene, 
mother-like, came to the rescue of her son in 
his distress. 

In face of this move. Count Karl temporised, 
and the eminent personages met in a council of 
three, at the pairing-time of the birds, to debate 
upon the selection of a mate for the intractable 
young King. 

"Upon one point, at least, we are agreed," 
affirmed the Minister, rashly: "within this next 
year, His Majesty must marry." 

"Mind, Count," interposed the person prin- 
cipally concerned, "I must approve of the lady. 
If I had to be shot, I should insist upon choosing 
my own firing-party." 

" Naturally, Majestat ; but your choice is so 
restricted that you will do well to consider what 
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points you hold indispensable in a consort, and 
neglect minor matters." 

" The face I shall have to look at every day 
of my life must not offend against my taste." 

"She must satisfy that, as well as the claims 
of our descent," said Helene, smiling. 

"These last are imperative," said the Count, with 
decision. 

" Will not that be all we should require ? " asked 
the Queen ; " provided she pleases you ? " 

" She cannot do that unless she is beautiful." 

"That is a pity," said Count Karl, "most 
beautiful women are so foolish.'* 

" No beautiful fool for me 1 My wife must be 
a very Cornelia, she must look upon her children 
as her jewels and despise the ridiculous gauds 
— I hate such things from the depths of my 
soul." 

" Because they have drained the depths of Your 
Majesty's purse. But your consort's diamonds will 
be provided by your loving subjects." 

" And by your mother," said Helene. 

"Must she wear those things? Give me the 
woman who won't." 

" She does not exist," said Count Karl, with a 
sneer; "she must be created on purpose for Your 
Majesty." 

"She must not be jealous, or grudge me my 
liberty. I must do as I please — as I have always 
done, and always shall." 

"You must give and take to be happy married," 
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said the Queen. The young man answered with 
an injured air : 

" My habits are formed ; I am too old to 
change them ; she must accept the accomplished 
fact." 

" My young Sultan must persuade her to 
that himself. Make her love you, and little 
sacrifices will be a pleasure to yield." 

" Small things, yes. But she must not cross me 
in anything I have set my mind upon." 

"She will not do that if she is wise, and we have 
ruled out the * foolish virgins.' Tell me, Conrad, 
do you retain a pleasing recollection of any 
Princess you have met?" 

"I cannot say I do. Which ot them have I 
seen ? " 

*' Several. There was Princess Carola " 

" Don't speak of her, mother, please ! I saw her 
looking at everything about her, like a housewife in 
the market-place. She would take me, I daresay, 
for what she could get by the marriage. Venal 
girl ! " 

Count Karl was scandalised, and spoke his 
mind: 

"Your Majesty should not use such terms in 
reference to your royal cousin." 

** Yes ; your Kings and Princes all marry their 
cousins. I want to go farther afield. Suppose 
I try England for a Princess. There are a few 
young descendants .... if she is a child, all 
the better, we can have a long engagement. 
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I am in no hurry to put my neck into the 
yoke." 

The Count drew himself up to the consistency 
of a poker drilled by a Prussian sergeant. 

" Your Majesty is partial to those English — but 
I fear you will be met there by the religious 
difficulty." 

"Religious difficulty! We Royal folk never 
make any." 

" Your Majesty attends your father's Church." 

"Because that is the right respect to show his 
memory. But I should like the lady's Church as 
well as my own, and unless I like her for herself 
better than either, she is not for me." 

"You are too English, my son, to attach in- 
fallibility to any form of Church discipline ; that 
is my fault, not yours," said Helene. 

"Then go to England for endless variety of 
creed," said the Count, angrily ; " and if you court 
disappointment in a bride, you may become a 
little less exacting afterwards." 

The Council rose with no valid conclusion. 
Conrad rode off to the camp on military cares 
intent; the Count stayed to inflict a few private 
cautions on the Queen. 

"If we give your son too loose a rein, he will 
go as mad as King Ludwig." 

"Take care, Count! He will stand very little 
strain. I see now how much I might have pre- 
vented. If he really means to visit England, get 
it over, let him go." 
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" Are you not afraid of any consequences, if he 
should meet ? " 

" Elfrida ? No. The Brancasters will soon get 
her married out of his way." 

"In her father's absence?" 

" Sir Edwin Fountaine provided the Duke with 
full powers as her guardian." 

"But surely, the girl is not yet presented at 
Court ? " 

" No ; but she is already bespoken, I learn, by 
the Marquis of Warrington. I am expecting every 
day to hear the engagement is announced." 

" The Duchess's doing .... splendid woman ! " 

"And I have no misgivings as to my son's 
English adventure. He might be happily caught 
by one of their young Princesses." 

Count Karl shook his head, and took his congi. 
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". . . . GANG AFT A-GLEY " 

Now Elfrida had been delivered over to the 
Duchess as a dangerous explosive to be passed on 
to the safer guardianship of some noble husband. 
Her Grace, proud of her own skill as past-mistress 
of the ancient feminine craft of match-making, 
took the girl in hand as a postulant for presenta- 
tion and all the honours and delights due to a 
dibutante dowered with beauty and broad lands. 
These would necessarily include a brilliant alliance 
to be settled and contracted during her first 
season, even though the happy consummation 
might be somewhat deferred through regard for 
her youth. 

To these dazzling visions the girl opposed as 
determined a resistance as troublesome seventeen 
could accomplish. She begged hard for another 
year at her studies, and avoided, as far as she 
could, her proper participation in country-house 
festivities; she seemed to have discerned her 
guardian's object and vowed to defeat it. Where- 
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ever the best young bachelors were to be met, 
Elfrida would refuse to show her face. The only 
exception was the hunting-field; the Duke lured 
her back to her old playground, and there the 
young Marquis of Warrington saw her fair face, 
and yielded himself to her charm with absolute 
surrender. He spoke to the Duke at once; his 
proposal was received with delight by both their 
Graces ; the news was delicately and gently broken 
to the irresponsive girl. Juliet's excuses to fiery 
old Capulet, " Til not wed — I cannot love, I am 
too young — I pray you pardon me!" were 
faithfully copied by Elfrida. These being in- 
effectual, she merely murmured a steady "No," 
with looks of martyrdom. 

Nevertheless, as much encouragement was given 
to the suitor as could be without any positive 
promise, but the Duchess advised him, for the time 
being : 

"Patience and quiet perseverance will win her 
best. The child is not really grown up, or capable 
of knowing her own mind." 

This rosy view of the situation was prolonged 
till springtime was there, with its proverbial 
influence on flaming youth. Lord Warrington 
seized an opportunity to plead his own cause with 
Elfrida. He did so with too much ardour and 
ventured farther than he should — led on by the 
sweet, sensitive face and fragile outside, that gave 
promise of meek yielding, till the high spirit within 
was provoked to resistance. A burst of indignant 
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sobs disarmed the young man, but he found the 
damsel very hard to appease, once kissed against 
her will. Having soothed her all he could, he put 
the straight question : 

" May I hope to be forgiven ? Is it that you care 
for any other man — already ? " 

She turned upon him with changed eyes, and 
spoke in anger: 

" I will never marry any man, if that is what you 
mean." 

She shrank from her first lesson in love, hurt 
and vexed, yet touched with a new sweet sense of 
what it might have been .... were another the 
master. 

The Marquis had his answer, which he took as 
from a frightened child, not Seriously. He loved 
Elfrida all the more because she was so unlike the 
many girls he had found ready to drop at his feet. 
He persisted in his attentions, with the ducal 
connivance; needs it to say, the rumour of an 
engagement steadily gained ground, although the 
suitor did not? Duchess Maya, who had never 
made a failure yet in such delicate diplomacy, began 
to suspect what was wrong and set herself to prove 
it Along with the sketches for presentation 
confections from Paris, she ordered patterns for 
bridal gown and trousseau, and the failure of a 
whole album of exquisite creations to elicit a word 
of response from Elfrida, showed an unnatural 
callousness such as could belong to no healthy- 
minded young girl. To satisfy herself Maya took 
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occasion to read a letter from Helene to her 
unsuspecting Duke, while Elfrida was apparently 
engaged on a drawing, but actually within hearing. 
She varied her tone from sollo voce to a clear ring 
round the room, according to the impression she 
desired to make upon the girl. Extracts to this 
effect reached the artist's ears, as she worked at 
her easel: 

"Conrad's entanglement is costing us much 
trouble before we can approach any Court for the 
arrangement of a suitable alliance. . . . The lady 
has laid her case before Count Karl who, in my 
opinion, allows her more latitude than he has any 
right to do ... . morganatic marriage, which my 
son denies; .... she demands compensation for 
the loss of her post as my lady-in-waiting, 
forfeited by .... " 

*'Who ever heard of such an impudent 
demand?" asked Maya of her spouse. **And 
what do you think she asks ? Listen ! * A higher 
title — Countess, and a suitable estate to keep it 
up.' I hope the King will not give in to that. 
No ! * Impossible claims, — but must be quietly 
compromised, lest of a public scandal that would 
spoil Conrad's chance as a suitor for an eligible 
Princess.' " 

The figure behind the easel shook silently, as 
the poison sank in. The Duke, not noticing the 
effect, gave sundry exclamations, advised his wife 
to write as little as possible in reply, and summed 
up the situation in brief, pithy words : 
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"Poor Queen! She has no one to whom she 
can relieve her mind except ourselves, and we 
cannot help her." 

Elfrida fell silent and sad from that day forth, 
and submitted without question to all that went on 
around her. A move was made townwards, varied 
by week-ends at the Duke's riverside retreat, a 
luxurious villa set down in an old garden and 
miniature park, just far enough from the water's 
edge for complete privacy, near enough for visitors' 
boats to harbour in shady creeks below its lawns. 
Here, during the repose of a quiet week, prepara- 
tions went merrily on under the hands of a 
skilled French maid for turning out the Duchess 
and the dibutante as befitted such high Court 
ladies. 

The accomplished tirewoman approached Her 
Grace with Elfrida's low bodice on her arm, a 
rueful moue on her expressive mouth, complaining : 

" Madame la Duchesse, I am desolate, but this 
corsage will no more fit Mees Fountaine unless I 
put in a little padding, and she says I must not do 
so at alL" 

"You ought to know best Put it in, and 
say I told you. But why did they not fit it 
perfectly ? " 

" How could they ? Mademoiselle's bust has 
fallen away since she was fitted. I hope, oh, I 
hope she is not going poitrinaire ! " 

This was too much for Duchess Maya. 

" Don't you mind that, but see the work is 
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done," she desired the maid ; then turned away, 
commiserating herself: 

" The girl's in love ! Who could have thought 
it of such a child as that ? And I have to show 
her at Court, as lean as a whipping-post, and 
disappoint the people who are ready to go raving 
about her beauty ! We must see what judicious 
dressing can do, and Til lend her my pearls to 
cover her creases — like an old woman ! " 

Thus it fared with Elfrida, wasting night by 
night, through the long watches whence sleep was 
banished by the " inundation of her tears." 

Meanwhile, Conrad made his dispositions to 
travel on his own account, untrammelled by Minister 
or mother. Having settled in a general way upon 
his route, and the persons to be taken as his suite, 
he went through the form of seeking advice, with 
intent to set it at naught. After a tough conflict, 
he started on his round of Europe. He visited 
certain Courts, and wrote disparaging reports to 
his mother of sundry homely royal Frauleins, left 
on hand, as he stated, while all those worth looking 
at were already wedded or betrothed. Ultimately, 
he crossed the Channel and arrived in London, 
where he was met by a distinguished member of 
the Royal Household, who attended him to the 
hotel where he took up his quarters by choice, his 
visit being semi-private. An invitation to dinner 
at Windsor was accepted for the next day, and 
Queen Helene had a secret hand in other engage- 
inents which might probably lead to his meeting a 
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certain charming young Princess of Victorian 
descent, to whom she had set her heart on marry- 
ing her son. This fair scion was expected to be 
present at a forthcoming event of the season, 
a ball at the historic mansion of a Cabinet 
Minister. To this function Conrad was per- 
suaded, at the last moment, to lend his coun- 
tenance, brought to the point by a boyish curiosity 
and his mother's written injunction. No one 
looked for him to appear among the company, 
least of all Her Grace of Brancaster, who, long 
beforehand, had responded to a request equivalent 
to a Royal command, that Elfrida should accom- 
pany her to the fite. As to the girl, she 
was not even aware of Conrad's arrival in 
England. 

Mechanically she followed her chaperon into the 
crowd, through glittering gems and decorations, 
among fair women and men of mark in England's 
story of the time. Her face had lost something of 
youth's rounded bloom through the wasting care 
at her heart, but a grace and a power had been 
added to its charm out of the deep spring of 
suppressed passion. She passed into the halls of 
fairy light blending with a world of flowers ; 
through pavilions built with chains of roses she 
moved with drooped head and eyes that saw no 
one, and her speech was rare and broken. This, 
the world set down to the gaucherie of an untaught 
girl, not knowing the cause. 

Far in the distance, in the thick of the throng, 
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rose Conrad's tall head, and voices round her 
whispered : " The King of Altenstadt/' She lifted 
her eyes and saw him — a keen pang shot through 
her. Was there not another woman come between 
them ? She felt sick ; ready to sink into the 
ground, and was on the point of asking to be 
taken away, when his look singled her out. Then 
she stood still, trembling, till his aide-de-camp 
made way towards her, and bowing to the Duchess, 
delivered his message : 

"Miss Fountaine, His Majesty desires to dance 
this waltz with you." 

Refusal was impossible, even the Duchess 
dared not hint at so gross a breach of etiquette. 
So the aide-de-camp took charge of the young 
lady, convoyed her through the crush, and 
left her on the floor kept clear for dancing, 
to be whirled away in the arms of the young 
King. 

Neither spoke, while Conrad pressed her in 
his masterful lead through the spinning couples 
with whom he never clashed. He held her tight, 
as the occasion warranted, and Elfrida could not 
still the heart-beats that told their tale. As a 
man, Conrad understood her, flushed with triumph 
and alive to the pure passion that can bring down 
moments of heaven into our mortal days. And 
for her .... was not this joy enough, even though 
they might never meet more? The hidden ten- 
derness of his touch told her she was beloved, 
while the dream-music swayed their feet together 
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in the gliding, rhythmic motion they had learned 
in the Fatherland, and the breath of her soul 
mingled with his in a happy sigh. 

The music ceased ; the swish of swinging silk, 
the murmurous movement of the dance was 
hushed, and partners strolled away together or 
changed for the next dance. 

Conrad chose the former course, and wiled 
away Elfrida to a cosy corner built of roses, with 
a mind to pursue his advantage, now he had 
captured her. Meanwhile, Lord Warrington, to 
whom Elfrida's first dance had been promised 
the day before at the Duchess's instance, had 
reached the ball-room, eager to find his partner. 
Maya met him,\ and explained — unsatisfac- 
torily to him. But he could find no fault so 
far, and proceeded at once in search of the 
missing girl to put in his claim for the next 
dance. 

Not till that was in full swing did he discover 
her, embowered among the languorous flowers, 
with the dangerous Royal youth in possession of 
her ear. He made believe not to recognise the 
King, walked up boldly and addressed Elfrida 
with authority : 

" Miss Fountaine, I have come for you : this 
is our dance." 

Conrad, no-wise compliant, said stiffly : 

" Excuse me, sir, but I have the privilege of 
choosing my partner in any case." 

" Mis3 Fountaine, I have your promise," said 
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the Marquis, taking no notice of the other man. 
Elfrida promptly repaired that omission in a 
firm tone: 

" The King's command puts aside all other 
engagements ; the Duchess told me so." 

"The King — oh, if so! But, pardon me, sir, 
your dance is over. The next dance is due 
to me." 

The Marquis's tone and manner approached the 
perilous brink where courtesy fails a man inclined 
to insolence rather. Conrad stood up as a pro- 
voked champion, saying boldly: 

"The lady must allow that or not, as she 
pleases." 

Lord Warrington, angered beyond patience, said 
stiffly : t 

"Miss Fountaine, am I to depend upon your 
word? Please answer me." 

This provoked Conrad to the point where his 
rather unroyal contempt of conventionalities might 
have led him into an unseemly squabble. In the 
heat of the moment he barely recalled in time that 
German duelling is out of date in England, and 
that as a King, he was doubly debarred of any 
relief, such as a little violence exercised upon the 
obnoxious person present might otherwise have 
afforded to his feelings. 

At this crucial point, the Duke interrupted the 
scene. He had, unluckily, joined his wife rather 
late after a bachelor's dinner. Maya, fearing 
mischief, once the two rivals had broken loose, 
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sent him on at once to the rescue of Elfrida. 
The first glance made him aware of her un- 
pleasant position between the two angry young 
men. He addressed King Conrad with a re- 
spectful insistence : 

" Sir, as your dance is done, my wife will be 
greatly favoured if you will permit Miss Fountaine 
to rejoin her for the present. If Your Majesty 
will allow me to wait upon you to-morrow, I 
will satisfy you that she has some grounds for 
this request." 

" I prefer to offer my devoirs to the Duchess 
myself," said Conrad, with royal confidence. " Let 
her name the hour to my aide-de-camp, and I will 
wait upon her." 

*|J\s Your Majesty pleases." 

S> saying, the Duke took Elfrida's arm in his, 
and led her away, while the King and the Marquis, 
glaring at one another, separated on their several 
ways. 

Elfrida, brought back to the Duchess, begged to 
go home, with tears in her eyes, and the Duke quite 
saw the advisableness of a prompt retreat for the 
ladies. 

That night explanations ensued between hus- 
band and wife concerning the attempt upon their 
ward, to the detriment of the King. Next morning 
Lord Warrington roused the Duke out of his first 
smoke with a serious charge preferred against the 
presumptuous potentate. 

" I have chosen your ward for my future wife," 
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he boldly proclaimed ; " if that is ever to be, I 
must see that she is not subjected to the insolent 
attentions of that licentious boy. I have a prior 
right." 

" No doubt, no doubt. My wife and I will take 
care that he shall have no chance. But we have to 
observe certain diplomatic reservations in dealing 
with a foreign Sovereign." 

**That is no reason why he should dare to 
interfere with an English gentleman, as well 
descended, at least, as any of their Princes or 
Kings," said the Briton, chafing against any 
measures to be kept with his royal rival. The 
Duke pressed the bell, saying : 

" I will send for my wife to assist us in this 
delicate case." |fc 

" And Elfrida, may she come ? I desire a clear 
understanding with her myselt" 

The summons was sent, and promptly 
answered by both ladies. Elfrida, conscious of 
what was coming, felt her heart rise, and stood 
up, brave and calm, to face the inevitable. In 
husky tones of suppressed rage, her admirer 
gave utterance to his enemy's name and 
offence. 

" King Conrad has forgotten the respect 
due to you, Miss Fountaine, as an English 
lady." 

Elfrida lifted enquiring eyes towards the 
Duchess, which met with no response; then 
asked : 
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" In what way has the King done so, Lord 
Warrington ? " 

" By his compromising conduct in removing 
you out of sight of your friends, and preventing 
you from keeping your engagement for our 
dance." 

" As to that, I was to blame," said the girl. 
" I own I did behave badly. I should have 
gone back to the Duchess at once. I must ask 
you to excuse me. Lord Warrington." 

Duchess Maya came in as peacemaker, 
asking : 

**Will that satisfy you? It was Elfrida's first 
ball, and she may well have made a little mistake. 
I have given her a good talking-to; that should 
beP^ enough for you." 

"Enough for a man who desires to protect a 
lady, when he aspires to her hand, and he sees 
her exposed to the impudence of such a " 

The Marquis stuck at the word that rose 
upon his lips, and Elfrida reddened at the 
insinuation as she turned upon him : 

"That is not true! King Conrad's attitude 
towards me was altogether that of a gentleman 
and an old friend. As to protection, I have my 
guardians, and I have never engaged myself to 
you in any way." 

The Marquis, stung by this quietus, turned on 
his heel, and with a surly leave-taking strode 
out of the house. Elfrida was at once roundly 
taken to task by the Duchess: 
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"So you have thrown away your chance, 
like a mawkish fool," said Maya, losing her 
temper. " It is very hard upon me, Elfrida, 
when I would have made you so happy ; 
but" — her eyes met those of her spouse 
in appeal — " but, you see, I have been pre- 
vented." 

**You cannot make me happy by force. 
Duchess," said the girl, bluntly. 

This point reached, the Duke felt himself 
out of place, and on a slight pretext vacated 
the ground in favour of the fair disputants. Any 
check in his presence removed, the Duchess 
spoke her mind with pardonable pride and 
vexation : 

" Sibyl went off in her first season, and I hrffe 
married a girl every year since," said Maya, 
pouting. 

" You have done all that : then, why do you 
want to give me over to a man I cannot 
abide ? " 

" The most charming young man ! the best 
match of the season ! No girl would refuse Lord 
Warrington, unlefss .... But anyone can see 
you are desperately in love, my dear, with a man 
who can never marry you." 

"You have no right to accuse me. I do not 
want to hear of any marriage t?ll my dear father 
comes home." 

"That may be never — who knows? And he 
told us you were to marry young." 
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"Don't say such things to me!" said Elfrida, 
with a passion of tears. 

" Hush, hush ! no scenes, my child ! As 
this is the consequence, I will not take you 
out any more till King Conrad is out of the 
way." 

" Why not ? " cried the girl, defiantly. 

" You must never meet him again, so long as I 
have the charge of you." 

"Duchess, would you dare ?" The girl 

paused, unnerved by the woman's look of amaze- 
ment " I mean, you should not say that. 
Conrad was my chum since I was a small child, 
almost like a brother." 

'* A brother ! Then he had no business to make 
love to you last night, my dear." ^ 

** He never said a word to me that you might 
not have listened to." 

An incredulous smile accompanied Maya's 
reply : 

" I know better than that, Elfrida." 

" You do not believe what I say ? " 

" No ; unless Lord Warrington came up in time 
to put a check upon His Majesty. Any love- 
making of his could only disgratfc you." 

" That he would never do, and you are cruelly 
unjust." 

'* How you battle for him ! What can he mean 
by offering attentions to a modest girl that can 
only make the world class her with such women 
as Madame Warendorf?" 
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"I do not believe that story," cried Elfrida, 
with a flash of fire in her eyes. 

"Oh, my dear, everybody knows it," said the 
Duchess, with a little laugh. ** He is going the 
same gait his father did before him and broke 
Queen Helene's heart." 

" She forgave him, and he is dead, so you 
should not cast up his faults against his son." 

Somewhat stunned by this reply, the Duchess 
fell silent, but kept away Elfrida from the smoking 
sanctum, and out of view of any visitors that 
day. 

In the afternoon, King Conrad was announced, 
and received by the ducal pair with icy civility. 
After a few minutes wasted in courteous speech 
that meant nothing, the lover came boldly to the 
point : 

** What claim has Lord Warrington, may I 
enquire, to interfere with Miss Fountaine or her 
old friends?" 

The Duke took up the word : 

** I am glad Your Majesty desires to be informed. 
His claim, I may say, is that of a suitor, approved 
by me as her guardian — most probably her future 
husband." ,• 

Conrad asked, reddening violently : 

" How can he be that ? You do not tell me she 
has consented ? " 

"Not yet. It will be time enough for her 
to think seriously of marriage in a year or 
two." 
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This did not go far enough, to Duchess 
Maya's mind, so she hastened to put in her 
word. 

"But, sir, you will understand how delicate 
our position is as her guardians, how even your 
condescension towards your old playfellow may 
be misinterpreted, should she be honoured by 
your attentions on any public occasion, as last 
night." 

** That means Lord Warrington might object I 
deny his right, except Miss Fountaine has engaged 
herself to him, which you own, Duke, she has npt 
done." 

The Duchess pressed her point : 

** We know your sense of honour, sir ; your 
sincere regard for Elfrida has never been doubted 
by us, but the world is ignorant and ill- 
natured, and your very kindness might injure 
her reputation, because you are so far above 
her." 

" Above her ! No, my dear friend ; I would 
marry her, and no othe;r, if she would take me for 
her husband." 

"That she could not," said the Duke, with 
decision. " Nor is Your Majesty Tree to make such 
an offer. This renders my duty as her guardian 
the more imperative." 

"You may say so, but I am determined. I 
would do anything for her sake, even give up my 
crown." 

" Sir, I cannot listen to that." 

1 88 



". . . . Gang aft A-gley" 

" Let me speak to her, that she may decide for 
us both." 

" That, sir, would be a breach of les convenances^ 
and cannot be permitted in this house." 

" At least, let me see her once." 

*' Pardon me, sir, you must see my ward no 
more, till she is suitably married." 

The young man's face fell ; he put away the 
spirit of his rank and pleaded as friend with friend. 

"You would never punish me like that for 
clinging to the girl I have loved all my life ? But 
you cannot prevent me, and 1 mean to win her for 
my wife." 

In mutual displeasure the trio parted. That 
night two letters went off to Queen Helene. From 
the Dfcchess : 

"Most Gracious Queen,— We are in great 
trouble with the King, your son. He declares that 
he will marry Elfrida and no one else. We know 
this is impossible, but we can do nothing with him. 
We pray you come to England and bring him to 
reason, and the girl too. I fear she really cares for 
him, and the .situation is more than I can deal with. 
Our house is at Your Majesty's service. — With my ^ 
homage and my husband's. Your Majesty's devoted 
servant, Maya Brancaster." 

Conrad's epistle ran : 

" Dearest Mother,— I have met Elfrida, and 
pn her alone depends my happiness or misery for 
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life. She loves me, but we are cruelly kept apart 
by the Brancasters. They are trying to make her 
marry another man. Come and help me, mother, 
if you would avert the ruin, body and soul, of your 
unworthy son, CONRAD." 
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Helene, much moved by the appeals from Eng- 
land, prepared to meet them in person as soon as 
she could travel to the spot. This upon the con- 
dition that the Brancasters' hospitality should be 
strictly private, and preferably, that she should be 
received at their riverside retreat. Here Elfrida 
was detained under Maya's watchful eye, while 
Conrad chafed in vain, and on quiet mornings 
ploughed the Thames in a steam-launch, in hope 
of catching some glimpse or passing word of 
mouth that might assure him of his "little sweet- 
heart's " well-being. This was denied him, and he 
would not risk 'home-discredit for her by any 
attempt at clandestine intercourse. In his mother, 
and his own power upon her, his hopes kept alive. 
The Duchess looked for more consistency from 
Queen Helene, and a stern call for Conrad to 
return to his royal duties; then, the lover's back 
once turned, she meditated a renewal of Lord 
Warrington's suit, and a marriage to be carried by 
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a coup-de-ntain while Elfrida's pique was fresh and 
sore after the King's desertion. 

So Queen Helene arrived incognita at the villa, 
and was welcomed with joy and relief by ex- 
pectants foredoomed like herself to suffer chance 
and change. Having established herself with her 
small suite in the new wing appropriated to her 
visit, she received her hosts in the boudoir next 
her bedchamber, intent upon hearing at once the 
worst that could be told of her son's last blow to 
royal etiquette and precedent. She was bitterly 
sorry and very reticent, until she should hear the 
story from the lovers themselves. At dinner, 
Elfrida's worn and weary looks touched her with 
their eloquent silence. 

While the evening was still early, Helene sought* 
her room for rest after the journey, and sent her 
lady-in-waiting to fetch Elfrida to her bedside. 
She took the girl's hand and asked her gently, but 
with saddened tones : 

" What is this I hear about you and Conrad ? " 

** Nothing, Majestat, there is nothing. The King 

has never said a word " A check in the 

voice, a pitiable cast of suffering in the fair young 
face, told a different tale. 

** Nothing, dear child ! only I fear my wicked 
boy has been playing havoc with your poor little 
heart. I cannot forgive him that." 

" But you must forgive him, dear lady. It was 
my fault, not Conrad's." 

** Ay ? But he has made you care for him ? " 
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** No, no, that he has not ! It was I myself who 
could not help it." 

"And I cannot help the pain it must cost you 
to part from him for ever : that is the only way to 
save your own honour." 

Elfrida did not speak ; she rose from beside the 
Queen's bed, hid her face, and tottered across 
towards the door. Helene's voice called her: 

"Go, my child, lie down under the pain; it is 
easier to bear so. God help us women who have 
set our affections upon lover or husband under the 
curse of a crown ! " 

Having broken the ice with Elfrida, the Queen 
next morning sent a summons to her son. Conrad 
quickly answered, overjoyed to enter the same 
4iouse with his beloved. Helene shrank before his 
beaming eyes, fixed upon her imploringly but 
with a dangerous gleam, for the young man was 
used to take no denial from his mother. In that 
embarrassing moment she was the first to speak : 

" Conrad, I am deeply distressed for you. What 
is this that has happened since you left me ? " 

" Only, mother, that I have come to the turning- 
point of my life ; to be a man worthy of you, and 
her I love, or to sink into a contemptible Prince 
who cannot be his own master for fear of the 
beaurocracy of a paltry kingdom. I will marry 
Elfrida, as I am a man." 

" You are too young to come to a final decision." 

" No, mother ; it has been beaten into my brain 

for years, that I am to marry when I am twenty. 
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Now I have been bidden to choose a bride. I 
have obeyed — in my own fashion ; I have found 
Elfrida." 

"Found her! You have known the child all 
your life, and never thought of her in that way 
before." 

"Never knew my own mind, you mean. I 
should have done so sooner, had I not been a 
King. But Nature will have her own ; I will 
marry no other woman, and I feel sure I have 
spoiled her life unless I marry her." 

" Have you thought of what this will mean ? 
Perhaps the downfall of our dynasty. The old 
tradition of Kings is against you, the Emperor will 
never countenance such an alliance. Have you 
thought of this ? " 

" I have thought of everything. The Emperor 
can please himself. So will I, when I bind myself 
for life. I am prepared to give up all the rest, but 
the girl I love, and who loves me, I must have— 
and I will ! " 

" But this is a moral suicide, the ruin of our race. 
I can never lend a hand to such a sacrifice." 

" Then, now you are here, I can tell you, mother, 
I will not return to Altenstadt till Elfrida pledges 
herself to me. Make up your mind that I will 
marry her, or you may bid farewell to your 
son." 

" Oh, Conrad, my darling boy ! " 

" Shall not a man forsake his father and mother 
and cleave to his wif(? ? " 
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"Does the child love you so deeply that you 
should cast off your mother ? " 

"I do not mean that, dearest, but you must 
bear with me in this. Send for Elfrida, and you 
shall know whether she deserves every sacrifice 
I can make for her sake." 

The Queen summoned her lady-in-waiting, and 
sent her in search of the cause of this unfilial 
strife. One last appeal was ventured on by the 
mother : 

" Put me aside, my son, but think of the noble 
career before you as a King. Take time, at least, 
to reflect before you throw away the greatness 
laid upon you by the Ruler of the world." 

" What greatness ? Bondage rather. Were you 
happy, mother, in your years of Regency ? " 

"No, that I was not. The rebuffs, the covert 
insults I endured from Count von Hartmann 
must have shortened my life by some years : the 
habitual defeat of my plans for the public good 
was a sore thorn in my side ; but I bore it all 
for your sake, and all, it seems, in vain." 

" Hush ! she is coming." 

Elfrida entered, calm but very pale. She made 
her obeisance, and stood silent, waiting. Then 
Conrad took her hand and spoke his mind : 

"Elfrida, we have known each other all our 
lives: I ask you now, in the presence of the 
Queen, my mother, do you care for me enough 
to betroth yourself to me, that I may make you 
my wife within a year at farthest?" 
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Elfrida, overcome with emotion, shrank away 
from the King and clung for support against a 
tall chair. He put his arms round her and drew 
her on his breast. 

"Come, tell my mother how dear we are to 
each other ; I have told her already. You shall 
be my Queen, or, if not, I will have none of a 
crown ! " 

"Remember, she will suffer in that position 
and ruin you," said Queen Helene, sternly. Her 
son clung closer to his prize, and answered for 
his beloved : 

"Even so, my brave girl would bear anything 
for my sake. Would you not, Elfrida?" 

She disengaged herself from his arms and 
addressed herself to the Queen : 

" Majestat, this is the first word of love or 
marriage I have heard from your son, yet I can- 
not deny my fault, or my misfortune: my heart 
is his past recall. I would give up my life so 
that he might fulfil his high destiny with glory 
and happiness. Let that be so, and let me be 
put away from his sight. Only, tell your friend 
the Duchess to leave me in peace. I will nev^, 
marry any other man." 

" My child, you must not be persecuted." 

" Ah, but you could do better for me still, dear 
lady ! Take me with you ! I am miserable here, 
where all the world seems bent upon marrying 
me against my will. Take me as one of your 
ladies-in-waiting, and I will serve you with my 
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whole heart, and without your permission I will 
never see, or speak to, the King, your son. I will 
serve you and never leave you till my father 
comes to take me back." 

" How can I refuse you, Elfrida ? Yet I dare 
not consent. The farther sea and land divide us, 
the better for you and for him." 

Then Conrad spoke his last word : 

** If you say so, mother, you make a stranger of 
me, and I will no more consider myself your son." 

Both women were shocked and silent, overawed 
by the flood-tide of man's passion, which they were 
alike powerless to stem. At last, Elfrida ventured 
on the soft answer that turns away wrath : 

" We must not offend the Queen, Conrad. Pray 
her to forgive us, and ask her to consider what is 
best." 

" If I am to do that, I must have time," said 
Helene; "and the whole business must be dis- 
cussed between me and her guardians." 

Then, kissing both their hands, the daring youth 
withdrew. Mother and sweetheart, exhausted by 
their emotions, parted in mutual dread ; and Helene, 
once alone, bowed her proud head, bitterly weeping 
over the grave of her ambition, the quenched light 
of a royal mother's hope. 

Some days passed, while Conrad chafed in 
impatient haste for his mother's slow consent to 
receive him again, while of Elfrida he saw or heard 
nothing. Helene held long conferences with the 
Brancasters, and watched the wandering looks and 
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subdued anguish of the perplexed girl ; then, after a 
bitter struggle, resolved to yield in part to the 
trend of events which she was powerless to turn 
aside. Conrad was called down to the villa, and 
Elfrida was admitted to the decisive interview 
between mother and son, when her guardians 
presence was also commanded. 

The Queen spoke low, with a tremor of the lips : 

" I will give way to my son's wishes — so far as 
that may avail him." 

" God bless you, mother ! " cried the boy. 

" Listen : you cannot marry Elfrida off-hand. 
There will be many formalities, serious obstacles to 
be overcome." 

"That will not harm us, provided we are 
betrothed." 

"There can be no formal betrothment till the 
preliminaries are settled." 

" But we can pledge ourselves to each other ? " 

" Privately, between yourselves, you can do as 
you please, Coprad, but I recognise nothing outside 
the formal steps to be taken." 

" But in the meantime I must not be debarred 
from the sight of my promised wife." 

"Not altogether." Then, turning to the Duke, 
Helene pursued : 

"If my son ia^to marry this girl, I am willing to 
continue my protection which she has had for 
years past. I will now receive her as my guest. 
I have a right to do that in my own home, which 
no Minister can question." 
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"You apprehend opposition to this marriage 
from Count von Hartmann ? " observed the 
Duke. 

" Assuredly. We must give him no excuse ; he 
would manufacture one out of Elfrida's residence 
in England, where she is liable to be sought in 
marriage by other suitors." 

"Then, as I understand Your Majesty, I am 
asked to depute my guardianship to you un- 
conditionally? Forgive me, if that seems to go 
beyond my power or my duty." 

"No, I do not say unconditionally. Once we 
have overcome any difficulties that may obstruct 
the marriage, your consent as guardian will be 
requested, not before." 

Here Elfrida interposed her word : 

"If only my father could be found and brought 
back, would not that remove much trouble from 
us ^11?" 

" The best thing that could happen for us ! " 
cried Conrad. " I will insist upon a search-party 
going out, and they shall be the best men, and the 
best-equipped expedition, that can be brought 
together out of the whole world." 

The Duke concurred : 

" Sir Edwin would be the right person to meet 
all questions concerning his family and descent, 
which we English are apt to treat lightly, but 
which, in this case, will be of serious importance 
to the King." 

" Should he not return within a year," said that 
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intractable Sovereign, "you will sanction your 
ward's marriage — I can wait no longer." 

"That must depend, sir, on your ability to 
secure her position beyond question/* 

"That shall be so: As my Queen, should my 
people and the State of Altenstadt concur with 
my desire ; should they not, as Princess Conrad, in 
case of my abdication." 

" You go very far, sir, for this girl's sake," said 
the Duchess. " I should be greatly distressed at 
such a sacrifice." 

'*And I," said Elfrida. "If it come to that, 
Conrad, I will release you from every promise." 
The agitated girl could scarcely falter the words, 
that sounded like a self-pronounced sentence of 
death. Conrad took her hand in his and spoke 
in no uncertain tone: 

" Dearest, I am only doing what many another 
Royal Prince has dared to do for the chosen of his 
heart" 

" Crown Princes have done as much, we know, 
and have had to renounce their rights," said 
Duchess Maya, dubiously. 

"But Kings are not so easily restrained," 
answered Conrad, with bold defiance. " Your 
George the Third went very near to marrying 
an English bride for love, only he had not the 
manhood to carry it through." 

" He had not : the clamour of the Court was too 
Cj^uch for his pluck." 

"That would not affect me one whit. Is it 
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worth so much to reign over a semi-subject State, 
at the mercy of a malicious Minister ? Did not 
your Duke of Connaught renounce that honour to 
remain an Englishman ? " 

So Conrad as a triumphant lover went back, 
resolved to tread down all opposition to his desire ; 
Elfrida was to follow in a few days, confided to 
his mother under every safeguard that love and 
honour could devise. 

But there was an influence abroad to trouble 
the peace and joy that now renewed the lustre of 
her beauty. Her name, that season, had become 
common property among Society chroniclers, and 
the notoriety they had conferred had already 
trickled down among the baser regions of readers. 
This led to an uncanny encounter on the last 
evening before her departure from England. 

On warm nights, it was customary at the villa 
to sit or stroll out after dinner, and a glimmer of 
fairy lamps was provided in the absence of the 
moon, to make walking safe and pleasant along 
gravelled paths or in grassy ways among rhodo- 
dendrons and roses in bloom. Here Elfrida's 
seclusion was secure, for the gate leading down to 
the river was locked at dusk — or so supposed to be. 
Wandering among the flowers, in company with 
thoughts and visions of unspeakable bliss to come, 
the girl came upon a shady arbour where her 
favourite seat was occupied for quiet reading some 
hours every day. It had been forgotten, evidently, *- 
in the garden illumination, and only a dark shadow 
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in the depths of the "pleached bower" betrayed 
the presence of a strange intruder. As Elfrida 
shrank back with an exclamation, a woman 
came out under the starlight, finger on lip; her 
furtive burning eyes held the startled girl with 
their resistless spell. 

" Hush, oh hush ! " whispered a low voice, soft 
and tender as a caress ; " listen to me for the 
love of God ! This moment will make or mar 
your whole life." 

In the dim half-light, Elfrida could discern a 
figure like a gipsy in dress and demeanour. She 
said, promptly: 

"You must be a fortune-teller. Who let you 
in?" 

"Nothing could keep me out. Now listen to 
me. You have made a young beginning. Men — 
more than one — are seeking you in marriage," 
said the stranger, taking hold of Elfrida by the 
hand. 

" I do not want to hear that,** said the girl, as 
she tried to pull it away. 

" Child, you are rushing down the rapids." 

" What do you mean ? " 

" Do you not dream of marrying a King ? " 

" Who told you that of me ? " 

" Deny it ! but I know, and that can never 

be. Remain in England, become the wife of 

a great lord who loves you true, not the play- 

•^ th^pg of a Prince, the false-hearted son of a 

false father." 
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"How dare you say that? Who, what are 
you?" cried Elfrida, striving hard to get free. 

" Have you forgotten me ? " fell the woman's 
words that conveyed a keen reproach. 

" I do not know you. . . . Stay .... what ? — 
where ?" Elfrida faltered beneath those re- 
lentless eyes that pierced her through and through. 

** Call back that day you saw me in your father's 
• house, when I watched you riding away together." 

" I remember — I do remember .... but you 
are a gipsy." 

" No gipsy, but a lady of rank ; a kinswoman of 
your own." 

Elfrida gave a stifled cry as the witch-like 
woman pressed a firm hand on the girl's parted 
lips, whispering: 

" On your life, never repeat my words to mortal 
ear, but act on them." 

And the weird vision faded away into the night. 

Elfrida remained very silent and subdued that 
evening ; she retired early, taking her doubts and 
perplexities with her as troublesome bedfellows 
to banish sleep. She disbelieved — or thought she 
did — the woman's right to influence her, as a 
relation ; in fact, her conclusion was, the gipsy 
was out of her mind. But she was sorely at a 
loss as to whether she should mention the 
singular happening to the Duchess, or not. She 
did recall the face, the same person she had 
seen for a moment, years ago, at her father'!^ 
house — in widow's mourning. Should she speak 
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of It? The thought tormented her till she fell 
asleep at dawn. 

She woke resolved. Some secret there must 
be, and it belonged to her father. No ! his name 
must not be connected, in his absence, with the 
claims of a lunatic. 

And Elfrida held her peace. 
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"DECEITFUL ON THE WEIGHTS" 

Elfrida's position at Altenstadt was unassailable 
as the Queen's guest at the old palace, apart from 
her son. Helene, no longer Regent, was the less 
amenable to strict royal etiquette, or accountable 
to the Minister whose malevolent influence ceased 
now at the threshold of her own abode. At heart 
gained over to her son's desire, she was fain to 
count much upon Elfrida's gentle ways and 
winning charm to prepare a loyal people for her 
elevation as their Queen. 

Count Karl was too astute not to grasp the 
fact that Conrad and Helene were now at one, 
and for some weeks he bided his opportunity 
to divide or cross them, only dropping a few 
dubious hints of the daring combination in pros- 
pect, among certain Court censors, apt to wag 
their tongues concerning the young King and 
the beautiful Fraulein, who, all confessed, was too 
good to belong to him on any other terms thair 
as his Royal Consort 
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Hence, Conrad was vexed with various annoy- 
ances and restraints as a lover. Helene, faithful 
to the trust she had undertaken, would only per- 
mit her son's access to Elfrida on rare occasions 
when they were never left alone. This became 
intolerable as the summer days tempted out the 
Queen to her mountain villa, where freedom from 
such restraints and unlimited moonlight walks to- 
gether had once been their boy-and-girl privileges, 
now cruelly denied to them as a man and maid 
betrothed. At last Conrad's patience was ex- 
hausted, and he determined to broach the matri- 
monial question with the opposing power on the 
first opportunity. 

This came one evening while the King was 
stationed at the camp, in command of an important 
series of manoeuvres. Count Karl had been 
present during the day's operations, and rode 
with the King to dine and sleep at Queen 
Helene's villa, and resume active duties next 
morning. At a quiet turn of the road, Conrad 
cantered on, with a nod to the Count to keep 
up with him, while their small escort followed 
at a respectful distance. The young Sovereign 
brought the subject weighing on his mind straight 
to the point: 

" Count von Hartmann, you may possibly be 
somewhat interested in my choice of a consort, 
which, as you have always advised me, should 
not be too long delayed." 

"That is my faithful opinion. But I have 
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never sought to precipitate such important 
matters." 

" Neither have I meditated to take you by 
surprise." 

"That, Your Majesty, my knowledge of the 
world would prevent" 

" You are prepared, then, for my announcement : 
By the end of this year I shall be the husband 
of an English lady of noble birth, your future 
Queen Elfrida." 

Now the statesman, more than a match for 
the inexperienced youth, abstained from fanning 
the flame of passion by arguments to the 
contrary ; with a smile that dispersed the stern 
lines about his eyes and moustache, he said, 
blandly : 

" Your Majesty proposes to take a leaf out 
of the book of Napoleon the Third, and repeat 
his famous faire part to the world at large : 
* I yield to my inclination/ " 

** Nothing could better express my intentions. 
Count, and I depend upon your co-operation." 

"Your Majesty may command me, once 
you are certain of your own mind." 

" I have been forewarned all my life long that 
when I should come to my present years, I 
should put aside hesitation and give Altenstadt 
a Queen." 

Count Karl seized this opening with an 
insidious softness of voice and manner that threw 
Coprad off |i;i§ guard : 
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**Then I have Your Majesty's aathority to 
procure the necessary attestations required by our 
marriage laws, also the heraldic proofs of the 
sixteen quarterings of nobility, which, I conclude, 
belong to the high-bom Fraulein ? " 

''Not a doubt of that, and the sooner you 
can furnish us with those important documents 
the better you will please me." 

That settled, Conrad drew rein, and suffered 
the escort to come up before he entered the royal 
grounds. They trotted briskly up the ascent 
to the castellated villa, and there the King's 
boyish laughter, the unwonted graciousness of 
the "grave and reverend" statesman on that 
evening, became the theme of wondering 
comment among Queen Helene's small Court 
circle. 

The Count's next step had been carefully 
premeditated ; a courteous request was despatched 
to the Duke of Brancaster for the production of 
certificates and other indispensable particulars to 
be furnished by the family lawyers, before the 
guardian could be called upon for his consent to 
the Royal union. 

These documents were forthcoming with brief 
delay. They were, a certificate of the marriage of 
Elfrida's parents signed by the British Consul at 
Cairo, and a certificate of their daughter's birth 
within the year, as attested before a similar official 
in Turkish territory at Salonica. Along with 
these a pedigree was produced, setting forth the 
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descent of the Fountaines from the time of William 
the Norman ; also abstracts of the settlement of 
Sir Edwin's estates in favour of his daughter, 
executed by him previously to his departure on his 
protracted wanderings. 

The lines on Count KarFs intellectual forehead 
deepened into furrows, his mouth twitched under 
his menacing moustache, while he read and re-read 
the marriage certificate. What was the meaning 
of the names, presumably fabricated, which stood 
for the late Lady Fountaine's parents, described as 
landowners in a part of the country well known to 
Count Karl, where their titles and possessions, so 
far as he knew, had never been heard of before ? 

So he said nothing to the King, but set himself 
to sift the suspicious business with the acumen 
which never failed him in dealing with dry facts 
undisturbed by human nature's wandering ways. 
By-and-by he satisfied himself by strict searches 
that the maternal grandparents bestowed upon 
Elfrida by British Consular warrant were nothing 
more than the figments used by a female impostor. 
His next step was to demand explanations from 
Sir Edwin's lawyers of the status and possible 
claims of a wife whose name had never cropped 
up in any connection with the affairs of her 
husband and child. These gentlemen had little 
information to give. Several years ago, they had 
drawn up a deed of separation by mutual consent 
between their client and Lady Fountaine. A 
suitable provision had been made for her by a life 
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annuity purchased abroad at her own request 
through a banker in Frankfort, who undertook to 
remit the income to whatever address she might 
from time to time appoint No communication 
had taken place since that arrangement between 
Sir Eldwin and his wife, so far as they knew. 
They were under the impression that she had 
died, but had received no intimation of the fact, 
and were not in a position to prove it 

Count Karl, armed with these ambiguous answers, 
made demand for an audience with the King and 
Queen Helene. This request was granted at once 
by the eager lover, who caught at some confirma- 
tion of his hopes in every passing event; but at 
sight of the Minister's severe attitude, and the 
vicious blow of his hand upon the sheets as he 
spread them open on the table, Conrad's coun* 
tenance changed towards the marplot of his hap- 
piness. With a meaning look towards the Queen, 
he steadied his own rising temper, then cast a 
glance over the damaging documents, and coolly 
demanded of the Minister : 

" What do you make of these, Count ? " 

"Facts to be faced, not glossed over, by a 
servant of the State, too true to say soft things 
without warrant to Your Majesty. This English 
lady's birth is doubtful, if not actually tainted." 

" A hard saying, if you will." 

"Here, under our eyes, lie the proofs that her 
mother was not what you were led to suppose'* 

"I have no concern with her mother. Elfrida 
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shall meet the world without a blush, as my wife 
and Queen." 

"Majestat, your people will have something to 
say to that. Where are her sixteen quarterings 
of nobility if her mother was not bom ? " 

" Not born ! Sixteen quarterings, sixteen 
pinches of sand ! I will marry Elfrida, all the 



same." 



"Majestat, at least choose a bride of pure 
descent, uncorrupted by any of those base-blood 
mixtures to which the English aristocracy are so 
perversely prone. Only do that, and I will protect 
your marriage with ministerial responsibility, even 
though I lay down my life for your pleasure." 

Helene, hitherto quiescent, caught her son by 
the hand, and by an appealing look arrested on 
his lips the angry word that, once uttered, could 
not be unsaid. Then she spoke with gentle 
insistence : 

" My son has not questioned your fidelity or your 
judgment, Count, but his affections cannot now be 
turned into a new channel at your bidding or 
mine. Is it so sure that such strict inquisition will 
be made by others than ourselves as to the 
parentage of Sir Edwin's deceased or absent wife, 
whose position can never concern our Court ? " 

"But Your Majesty does not see — that lady's 
marriage with Sir Edwin may have been bigamous : 
we can produce no proof to the contrary, and in 
England, we know, that crime is committed every 
day." 
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At this, Conrad burst through all bounds. 

" Do you infer that my betrothed wife is illegiti- 
mate? If such a breath of scandal can approach 
her, I will marry her at once, and then her name, 
her honour, shall be safe in my keeping." 

The Count felt the sting of Conrad's tongue as 
if he had been struck by a blow across the face. 
For a moment, thoughts flashed through his 
mind of revolt, revolution, and the overthrow of 
a dynasty : he knew the people were swayed by 
his ruling will, but the King was first with the 
army. No : a civil war might rend the reins of 
power out of his hand — best stoop to dissemble 
and win. The statesman was not to be baffled 
by the angry boy. He recovered his equanimity, 
answering : 

" I have no reply to oppose against Your 
Majesty's determination. I would only suggest 
that you should wait the turn of events during 
these next six months, when we may find our- 
selves wiser, than at this present day." 

With due obeisance the Minister withdrew, and 
Conrad, pacing up and down the room, relieved 
his pent-up feelings at his mother's cost : 

" I will be chained down no longer by these 
absurd conventions and absurdities of Court 
etiquette. Why am I debarred from every privi- 
lege of betrothal, severely kept apart from Elfrida, 
although she lives in the house with you, mjE 
mother ? " 

"Does not every day prove the necessity for 
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my precautions, Conrad ? Suppose there should 
be any cause — say, that you could not marry her 
in the end — I must protect the child from going 
back to her friends compromised." 

" What are you speaking of, mother ? I will 
part with my crown, if need be." 

" Elfrida would not let you ; I can answer for 
that. There is only one person who can put her 
position straight : her father." 

" He must be found. The expedition goes out 
this autumn. They must search until they bring 
him back." 

" Yes ; if he be alive. If not " 

"Elfrida's name may be exposed to some 
malice: but that shall make no difference to 



me. 



The Count set out at once for Schwartzbad, 
where the Baroness von Warendorf was still 
under the doctor's hands, fuming at her fall from 
favour. He was received by that seductive siren 
with effusive courtesies and gentle plainings of 
her banishment from the Court she had adorned 
for so brief a space. The .statesman accepted her 
adulation with a tolerant grace, and promptly 
came to the point : 

**Our foolish King is trying to throw himself 
away upon a wife whom we can never recognise 
as Queen." 

" I should hope not, Count," said the Baroness, 
with a disdainful movement of her head. 

*^The lady has suffered, like most ot your 
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charming sex, from certain unpleasant rumours 
among her own people." 

" That is what our own people exist for, I have 
always found," said the frail fair one. 

"In her case, I am bound to get to the bottom 
of the story." 

** The story ! What may that be ? " 

'* That you must find out for me, Baroness, as it 
would not suit me to move in the matter." 

" Then what am I to do ? " 

"Go to England. You speak the language, I 
believe ? " 

" I do, fluently." 

" That is necessary. So few English people can 
speak any language but their own, and that very 
badly. You shall listen to them, and gather what 
you can about the history of the late Lady 
Fountaine." 

" Ah ! so she was a woman with a history," said 
the Baroness, with a radiant smile. 

"You must find that out. That's the way to 
break off the King's marriage." 

"If so, it would be a charity, a good work." 

" One worthy of you, Baroness. Make him 
marry a Princess. It is necessary that he should, 
but he need not be in love with his wife." 

" Why should the dear King be anything so 
uninteresting ? " 

" After she has provided an heir, you may assume 
your influence." 

" And so I will." 
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" You will not if he marries Elfrida Fountaine. 
If so, mark my words, your reign is done for 
ever." 

"And yours, Count, or I am much mistaken. 
We will make common cause." 

"I accept the situation. You shall go to — 
say Harrogate. You will meet the best people; 
they resort there since the German Princess, 
the present Tsaritsa, recovered her health by 
the cure." 

" But I do not know these people." 

" I will see to that. You shall have introductions 
to friends of mine, and one or two from the King 
himself." 

"But I would not ask him now," said the 
discarded beauty, with a scornful turn of her 
neck. 

" I will do that for you, and he will not refuse 
me. You shall mix in English society as a high- 
bom lady." 

"Is my reputation good enough for that, after 
the Queen's dismissal?" 

"Do not call it so. Baroness. You left the 
Court on account of your health.'* 

"But my position is not recognised at the 
English Court. Am I not ?" 

"Quite good enough to associate with the 
English aristocracy." 

With significant smiles at the seamy side they 
saw to the exclusion of all healthy-living folk in 
Britain, the friends parted. 
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Count Karl proceeded, with certain subtle 
suggestions, to draw some lines of friendly tenor 
to be shown about by way of credentials by the 
Baroness on her travels, which Conrad earnestly 
desired to speed as far as possible from his own 
path. 
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CHAPTER XVIII 

MICHING MALLECHO 

** Marry, this is miching mallecho ; it means mischief." 

— Hamlet, 

Baroness von Warendorf descended on 
Harrogate at the opportune moment when the old 
school-friends — or foes — Carolina Lady Honey- 
wood and Sapphira Lady Constable were enjoying 
their cures in divers fashions ; Carolina under the 
beauty-reviving douche and massage, while 
Sapphira shunned such vanities in favour of the 
black bath of strong sulphur and deep daily 
draughts from the same malodorous spring. Their 
acquaintance was successfully accomplished by the 
fair traveller located in a suitable suite at the same 
exclusive hotel, and a sudden friendship sprung 
up between her and these ladies forsaken by their 
lords on the twelfth of August for the grouse- 
drives of a noble sportsman hard by. Their 
common interest in the same dear young King 
drew the cords of affection still closer; it needs 
not to tell that Elfrida's maternal origin suffered 
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]^om many hard sayings r^ularly reported in the 
perfumed notes despatched to Count Karl. 

That wily statesman now informed Helene that 
his doubts as to the legitimacy of Sir Edwin's 
daughter were confirmed by public opinion in his 
county ; that the proved falsification of names in 
the marriage register rendered some misleading 
device highly probable, as the resort of parents 
anxious to prove their offspring legitimate, although 
born before marriage ; that it was positively certain 
Lady Fountaine had never been received at the 
British Court, a fact that could not fail to cast 
a slur upon a lady of her rank. Helene, deeply 
wounded in her pride as a mother, was driven at 
last to regret her past kindness, and unable to 
conceal her change of feeling from the sensitive 
girl. Conrad, too, fully alive to his mother's 
attitude, demanded but one thing of her now: 

" Elfrida must know nothing. I will marry her 
in spite of all — you cannot prevent me — but she 
must come to me pure as God made her, not 
tainted by listening to these base inventions you 
report to me. If you will do no more, mother, 
you owe me that much silence." 

Helene acquiesced so far, but no farther, and 
would make no change in the severe separation 
she imposed upon Elfrida and the King. Conrad, 
growing desperate, broke bounds, and manfully 
resolved t^ waylay his betrothed on horseback. 
Elfrida, he knew, was occasionally allowed to 
ride, accompanied by a lady-in-waiting, and 
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watched by a steady young officer appointed as* 
their escort. Conrad casually questioned the 
soldier, found out a likely time to light upon the 
party, and succeeded in falling in with them one 
evening after visiting the camp. He rode up to 
Elfrida, enticed her horse to keep up with him, 
and boldly started a gallop over a field beside the 
road. The other two followed at some distance, 
not venturing to give chase to the King. 

When well out of earshot, he slackened the pace, 
and spoke his masterful will : 

" Elfrida, we must be married at once and save 
ourselves from the malice of that hateful Minister 
and his myrmidons. You do not answer — but I 
tell you, dearest, there is no other way." 

" I am your own, Conrad, you know it ; do not 
urge me to imperil my father's name." 

" No, as my wife you will add a lustre 
to it." 

" But what of your marriage laws in Altenstadt ? 
Your mother has explained to me that, against the 
Minister's influence, she fears our marriage cannot 
be carried through." 

" Dearest, I see a way. I can bring round the 
Archbishop to stand our friend." 

" No ! how can you, against the Minister?" 

" I know how I can win him to our wishes. 
Hitherto I have attended Sunday services in the 
State Church, that is all. I will consent to be 
re-christened and whatever else the Archbishop 
may require before I can be married, so that he 
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will ag^ee to unite us. Say yes, love, and I will 
do it." 

Elfrida trembled at her lover's impassioned 
prayer till her hand almost let slip the reins, and 
her own heart was moved to yielding — yet her 
words denied him : 

" Could you do so, Conrad, with sincerity in the 
sight of God ? If not, that must not be." 

" That means, if I am shut out of my Paradise, 
you will not creep in with me by the back gate." 

" You hurt me, Conrad. I would die for you, 
and you know it well." 

" But you ask me to live without you, and that 
is more than I can endure any longer." 

" Yet while you wait for me, dearest, are we not 
heart in heart ? " 

" And the slow delay is eating out mine. Child, 
I do not believe you have any feeling of my love." 

" You say so, when you know that from a child 
I have worshipped you." 

" And still I am left unsatisfied." 

" Even though I yearn towards you with all my 
heart and soul ? " 

** Yet you deny yourself to me. Is your love no 
stronger than Court etiquette, unnatural custom? 
Why should not a King break through such cob- 
webs and marry the girl he loves, like a man, if 
she will trust him?" 

" But it is not you ; the whole power of the 
State, the Minister, ay, and even your mother now 
is set against me. I dread to be your ruin, as they 
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tell me I shall be. I am the most miserable girl, 
and they make me feel I am the most guilty." 

'*They dare? when they know I would give 
you my very life ? " 

" But there is something — I know it, I feel it — 
something that you are keeping back from me, 
Conrad." 

"Only trash and foolish fabrications unworthy 
of your ears." 

** As you love me, you owe me the whole truth. 
The Queen's trouble cannot deceive my eyes: 
let me hear the worst Tell me what is wrong 
between her and you and me." 

"What is wrong? Count Karl, and his 
intrigues against us." 

**Has he the power to constrain even you, 
his Sovereign ? " 

" He has the power, he seized it before I was 
bom, the tyranny he has held over three Princes, 
and I am but an untried youth. There he has 
me at disadvantage." 

" Is there no resisting him ? " 

" I might, and I will, where my dearest affec- 
tions are threatened. Once you are my Queen, 
let him stir up the people to revolt if he dare." 

" Would the people take his side against 
us?" 

" I am none too sure. He has led them like 
a flock of sheep for a whole generation. But the 
army will stand by me." 

" Does that mean civil war ? " 
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^ Let it mean what it will, I am in my right as 
a man to choose my wife." 

Elfrida's cheek grew pale, as she faltered forth 
her fears. 

" Bloodshed — your people's — for me ? No, 
never by such means can we gain our happiness — 
No, Conrad, no ! " 

"Then I will give up all; go back with you, 
and marry you as an Englishman." 

** Conrad, I am only a snare in your way ; I 
am made to feel it, I see it We can scarcely 
meet, and that by stratagem. Let me go till my 
father comes back to us." 

** And if that were never ? " said the young man. 
Then, seeing Elfrida shrink as from a stab, he 
strove to take back the words: 

" I will go myself to seek for him, unless he 
return with the expedition that starts next month. 
But I must have your promise first to be my wife 
within a year from to-day. I will wait no longer, 
and you shall leave the means and the way to 
me. 

**You ask my promise, Conrad, and you have 
not told me all." 

"I tell you, put yourself into my hands, 
dearest ; do not hesitate, if you have any faith 
in me." 

" But to wait a year ? " 

" To satisfy your scruples : it is a hard sacrifice 
ifnposed on me." 

"For my father's sake. If he were here, he 
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could take care of our honour and happiness as 
none other could." 

** Ay ; but a year is long enough to wait If 
we find him, or if we fail — another year, Elfrida, 
and you are all my own." He shifted the reins, 
and his bridle-hand descended upon hers with 
the strong grasp of possession ; her tremulous 
silence rewarded him as he turned their horses 
round to rejoin the other two riders. 

With these he left her, and rode away to his 
hunting lodge among the hills. 

Since the royal youth had broken away from 
his mother, his visits to her were, fairly frequent, 
his days of residence under her roof few and far 
between. 
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CHAPTER XIX 

"HIS FATHER WAS YOUR FATHER" 

Other eyes kept watch upon the parting besides 
those of the friendly soldier and discreet lady-in- 
waiting to whom Elfrida was confided. 

While Conrad lingered for a few moments at 
the foot of the ascent towards his hunting lodge, 
there was a face hidden behind the curtain of 
deep thicket which bordered the road up the 
hillside, and wild dark eyes peered upon the 
youth with a malign scowl ; yet once he had 
passed out of sight, they melted with the fierce 
tenderness of a tigress over her young as 
they marked the twitches of painful emotion 
upon the girl's expressive face. Yet not for a 
moment did such relenting turn the strange 
woman from her purpose, and rtow she was 
aware of the lovers meeting, she set herself to 
spy upon Elfrida's movements, if by any means 
she could snatch a few minutes with the girl 
alone. 

Of this she was baulked during several days 
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of wandering among the hills near the Queen's 
villa, in the disguise of a gipsy country-woman. 
She had heard of Helene's visits to the cot- 
tagers for miles around, and of Elfrida being 
occasionally deputed, with one or other of the 
ladies-in-waiting, to take the Queen's gifts to 
those lowly recipients: thus might the English 
girl become accessible to such a character as 
she herself counterfeited to be, if by some 
witchery Elfrida could be wiled away from her 
companions. 

After many disappointments, opportunity aided 
the deception. A lady-in-waiting, Baroness von 
Harzfeld, was sent out with Elfrida in charge of 
a large basket of comforts stowed in a light 
carriage for distribution over a long morning's 
route. The chaperon had been for many years on 
her promotion, and this having proved painfully 
slow to arrive, her thoughts had turned towards 
the flattering tales of fortune-tellers, only less 
sweet than those of suitors, noble and wealthy, for 
which she had sighed so long in vain. As the 
Court ladies, having sent their carriage towards 
the next hamlet to be visited, took their pleasure 
on foot down a delightful ravine, they were 
arrested by the wandering wise woman upon a 
bridge swung high above the mountain stream. 
With the cunning of her kind, the gipsy 
accosted the elder woman first. That sportive 
dame lent herself readily to an adventure which 
tickled her vanity at once by the preference shown 
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to her, a mature aspirant, over the girl who seemed 

disposed rather to avoid than invite the seer's 

confident predictions. A few fine phrases that 

meant little won a small gold coin and a dainty 

ungloved hand abandoned with full confidence to 

the impostor, who forthwith led away her credulous 

client across the bridge and some little distance 

beyond, under the pretext that a third person 

present at the revelation of the future would 

assuredly cross the promised luck. Elfrida, much 

annoyed, recognised her unwelcome visitor at 

the villa by the Thames, and tried to dissuade 

her companion by arguments of reason and 

religion, thoroughly wasted upon an enthusiast 

who pinned whatever faith she possessed upon 

such delusive portents. Feeling powerless in 

the face of deceiver and deceived, the sage 

of seventeen stood fretting herself in vain on 

the opposite ledge, while the rede was read and 

the listener glanced back eyes of triumph and 

delight towards the incredulous girl, as she 

swallowed the soothsayer's assurances of high 

fortune in store. 

As the young observer's small stock of patience 
was running low, the gipsy, having apparently 
concluded her vaticinations on the chaperon's 
behalf, quitted that lady with a patronising nod, 
and boldly advanced to meet her shrinking 
victim. She needed no other spells beyond her 
own deep, mysterious eyes to compel a listener's 
sufferance, and this time Elfrida, unwilling yet 
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faintly resisting, let fall the hand the gipsy 
caught at upon the strangely delicate palm of the 
weaver of visionary hopes. The gipsy cast back 
an imperious look, and lifted a warning finger 
against the chaperon's nearer approach, as she 
spoke with an easy flow of words and motions of 
earnest appeal. 

"Dear child, you have made a wrong begin- 
ning and tasted sorrow in your days that 
should be radiant with the sunlight of joy. 
Did I not warn you in time and you would 
not listen?" 

" Neither will I listen now — let me go ! " 
cried the girl, but the woman held h^r arm as 
in a vice, 

"Will you, or will you not, but you shall. 
Why are you here, my child, imperiling your 
peace, your poor little heart, your very honour, 
for the sake of a King, a man who dare not 
marry you if he would, who never would if 
he only knew; the half of what I have crossed 
lands and seas to tell you." 

" How dare you meddle with me, or with 
what I am doing? I will have nothing to say 
to you." Elfrida, as she spoke, strove hard to 
set herself free, but the grip on her arm 
held. 

"You will have nothing to say to me," 
repeated the strange woman, with lofty scorn 
and rising anger: "you, the child I brought 
into the world with torments unspeakable? 
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When those about me whispered that but ohe 
could be saved, I cried out — ' Let me die ! Save 
my baby/*' 

Elfrid^i looked hard at the speaker, whom 
she took to be demented, but met her ravings 
with the quiet courage that belonged to her 
father's race, silent, while the wild stream of words 
rushed on : 

"Am I to be disowned by the creature I have 
brought forth ? Do you hear, do you understand 
what I am saying, my girl? I am your own 
mother ! " 

As she shook her captive by the arm, Elfrida 
felt as if some savage beast had caught her, 
and stood still, fascinated as a prey to be 
devoured. The woman cried again in her 
ear: 

" Your mother, your mother ! " 

'* My mother ! No, no. Now I know what 
you are telling me is not true. My father 
would never have married you .... it could 
not be!" 

"It was ! Why else did he submit to my 
demand that time he let me see you at Fountaine 
Court — remember ! " 

" See me ? But you did not come near me, 
nor speak to me," faltered the child, while the 
time, the mysterious feeling came back upon 
her: there was even a glance of the eyes, a 
tone of the voice that went far to confirm 
the distracted words that pleaded for the 
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mysterious bond of blood between that mother 
and daughter. 

"I was forbidden the rights of Nature that 
time — but now, I am risen as if from the dead 
to forbid the banns of an unholy marriage. I 
am your mother ! " 

" I do not believe it" 

*'Look in my face — go over every line of 
likeness and dare to tell me you are not my own 
child." 

Elfrida looked again, and, shaken with a fearful 
doubt, she cried : 

"Give me some proof — if ever you were my 
father's wife." 

" Ay, that I will ! " She drew a crumpled 
paper from her breast and spread it before 
Elfrida, who recognised Sir Edwin's hand. The 
letter was dated at the time of his leaving 
England. It ran : 

" My Wife, — I am going away on a long 
journey, and it may be I may never return. I 
leave behind me the child you gave me in care 
of trusted friends, with whom, if it please God, 
she may grow up to be a noble-hearted, pure 
woman. I cannot but believe this would be your 
desire as well as mine, and I earnestly pray of 
you, as the dying pray of those nearest to them 
on earth, that you will never disturb by written 
word or by your presence the peace of her young 
life which I have sacrificed so much to secure. 
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• Upon that condition, all that is past is forgiven 
by your husband, EDWIN FOUNTAINE." 

The lines danced before the daughter's eyes, as 
the mother's words rushed on : 

"Yes, I was his lawful wife, but all the 
same, before our marriage, you were unlawfully 
born." 

" Who dare say so ? No : my father was too 
honourable." 

" I tell you so — your mother." 

" You will not make me think so ill of my dear 
father." 

" Your father who was not your father ! Aha ! 
You do not know what a man will do for a woman 
he desires." 

" What do you mean ? " 

"And did you never hear? When Sir Edwin 
Fountaine married me, he adopted you, as a child 
of a year old." 

" No, that he did not ; he writes of me even 
here as " 

" As the child I gave him. He did not say my 
daughter." 

" That, all the world knew I was." 

" Ask the women of your country. They will 
tell you of this report, and their comnjon talk has 
reached Queen Helene's ears at las€. Ask her, 
ask your royal lover. That is why the marriage 
is put off, why there will be no marriage 
— no, never — never. I will frustrate that as 
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sure as I am alive, as sure as that I am your, 
mother." 
** I do not believe you — not one word — let me 

go!" 

"Not till I extort your promise, my girl, 
to give up this King, before he gives up 
you." 

A mad laugh rang out with the words, 
then came a hysterical sob of maternal passion, 
fierce though tender, the strongest instinct of 
the human animal that knows no curb to 
Nature. 

Elfrida struggled and called, but the lady, 
her companion, had wandered out of sight 
along the narrow road hung over the ravine 
on the opposite side. The exultation that pos- 
sessed her small mind at the grand prospect 
presented to her by the gipsy had carried her 
farther than she knew, so that the roar of 
the waters rushing low down under her feet 
quite drowned the more distant cry of the girl 
in distress. So Elfrida was left in the power 
of a parent whose jealous love, more cruel 
than hate, would drag the child away from 
every other tie, quite reckless of the pain she 
gave. 

" Have you not heard enough, or must I tell you 
all ? " tha.* Woman hissed in her ear : " I am Gisela, 
Countess of Adlersheim. I have been King 
Heinrich's mistress — it was I who won him away 
from his wife, the insolent Helene, my rival, who 
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could not keep her royal husband. It was I, I, 
whom he loved." 

" That is false, as I have seen with my own eyes ; 
you are a wicked slanderer." 

" Little fool ! you were not born when Heinrich 
was my lover. How should you know anything ? 
Come, I can tell you something as sure as you are 
made of flesh and blood. I bore you to Prince 
Heinrich, my lover and your father. Do you 
understand me now?" 

As the woman gloated in her triumph she shook 
the girl with violence, as if to extort the answer 
that failed to come. Elfrida, irresponsive, chill as 
ice, stood stone-still, and uttered no sound, her lips 
firmly closed. 

"Are you deaf? Are you dumb? Idiot! can 
you not understand what that means ? You shall 
never be Conrad's wife, unless you will that death 
and hell should gape beneath your marriage-bed 
and suck you down together. Conrad — do you 
not know what he is ? My rival's son — his father 
was your father." 

At last the thrust went home .... and in 
that moment a cry went up to God from the 
parted lips: a sound, as it were the cry of a 
woman in the pangs of birth and death, or a 
martyr tortured in the fire — the uttermost voice 
of human agony ! 

Aroused at last, the ineffectual guardian rushed 
at the sound, and came trampling across the 
bridge towards the spot where she had last 
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seen Elfrida in the gipsy's company. She was 
now straining forward with outstretched hands 
and dazed looks to the rescue, as the gipsy let 
go her hold of the girl and glided away, her 
mischief done. 
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CHAPTER XX 

PARTED ? 

After the strange woman had quite disappeared, 
Frau von Harzfeld made desperate haste to cover 
the last yards that lay between her and the limp 
flutter of summer muslin that sank down upon the 
narrow ledge in desperate danger of precipitating 
itself into the chasm below. She came close, 
almost stumbled over it in her excitement, seized 
the motionless shape about the waist, and gathered 
it up, as she might have done to some precious 
china image broken and ruined through her own 
awkwardness or neglect. 

" Come home, you must come home at once ! " 
she cried to the unresponding girl, clasped close, 
now that it was too late, by the protecting arms. 
" Dear child, what is the matter with you ? What 
can have happened ? Why did you linger behind 
with that woman ? Why did you want to listen to 
her talk, and you so young, too ! Oh, I ought to 
have known you were not fit to be trusted a minute 
out of my sight. Ach Gott ! what a calamity ! *' 
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So the voluble tongue ran on, and the object ot 
solicitude lay spee^iless, motionless, until several 
shakings and cries of distress brought Elfrida's 
senses slowly back. 

" Come, now you are better, we can catch up the 
carriage and take you home." 

The girl roused herself to resist with a determined 
"No. Do not argue with me, Madame von 
Harzfeld, I will not be taken back to the castle. 
No, never again — not there!" 

"The child has lost her senses — that wretched 
gipsy! What am I to do?" 

The lady-in-waiting, utterly at a loss, dragged 
Elfrida towards the nearest boulder and set her 
down while she sought assistance at a cottage 
within view. She returned with a stout motherly 
peasant woman, to bring on the girl, somehow, 
from the place where she leaned down, as it seemed, 
unable or unwilling to move a step farther. The 
woman's kind face and gentle word had a happy 
effect upon the sufferer, but not what Madame von 
Harzfeld desired or expected ; Elfrida said simply, 
but with a decision dangerous to combat : " I will 
not go back ; keep me here, for pity's sake ! Let 
me stay with you." 

So praying, the girl flung herself on the peasant 
woman's ample breast, and shook and sobbed with 
hysterical violence until exhaustion quieted her 
cries. 

So Baroness von Harzfeld left her charge 
perforce, and carried home a fearful, disjointed 
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tale of sudden illness and unaccountable perversity 
on the part of the Fraulein whom she concluded to 
be mad. Queen Helene, much disturbed by her 
report, at once hastened to the scene. 

By the time the Queen arrived at the cottage, 
the paroxysm had spent itself and Elfrida's mind 
was clear ; she seemed subdued to rest on the bed 
where they had laid her. But at sight of Helene 
she shrank away towards the wall. Kindly, but 
firmly the question was pressed upon her: 

" Elfrida, what does all this mean ? Come, you 
must tell me." 

With the words Helene lifted a goblet of the 
light country wine to the girl's lips ; she drank 
sparingly, but with grateful tears in her eyes, then, 
soothed by a motherly kiss, she opened her heart 
and repeated everything she had heard, without 
extenuation, or a word put forward to deny the 
damaging imputations cast upon her own origin. 
More than once during the recital Helene covered 
her face, as it worked with the emotions that 
mastered her against her will. To renounce 
Elfrida because of her mother, Conrad had ab- 
solutely refused ; and so long as the suspected 
taint upon her birth was not proven, the world 
could not successfully assail the position of the 
acknowledged heiress and representative of the 
Fountaines. But this new horror — that Gisela 
von Adlersheim was the same woman — was enough 
to sicken Helene with loathing of a marriage 
between her own son and the daughter of the 
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supplanter. Even this fact, brought home, might 
fail to shake Conrad's allegiance to his love: but 
what remained behind ? 

What words were those, so hardly wrung from 
Elfrida's lips : 

" She, whom I believe to be my mother, has said 
it — I am not my own father's daughter, but Prince 
Heinrich's, and Conrad is " 

Then Helene laid a hand upon the faltering lips, 
and neither spoke for a while. 

** Put me away from you,'* cried Elfrida, at last 
" Put me away where you may never see me more. 
Oh, how you must hate the sight of me ! " 

"Hush, hush, poor child! It is no fault of 
yours." 

Gently as she spoke, the repulsion at heart found 
its way to the tongue and cut Elfrida to the quick. 

** I cannot help what I am, the most miserable 
girl in all the world — and we were so happy .... 
yesterday ! " 

"You ought never to have heard. But who 
knows the truth of this wretched story ? If this 
woman is the same who wrecked my life, she 
always was a liar." 

"Is there any hope that all she says is false? 
But I know my father's hand : he wrote to her 
* my wife.* " 

" That is what I cannot explain away, much as 
I loathe to believe it," and Helene's face fell as by 
an involuntary movement she shrank from the 
hapless girl, who answered with a cry : 
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** Do not say that to me — do not believe her — 
no, it is not possible to believe her, when she 
says such things of him." 

" We will sift the mystery down to the ground, 
even if Count von Hartmann has to be taken 
into our confidence." 

** But he hates me, I know it He will put me 
to any shame and humiliation he can." 

"You shall not suffer any humiliation that we 
can spare you. You must come back with me at 
once, that your absence may raise no comment. 
We will only give out that you were taken sud- 
denly ill. So rouse yourself and come with me." 

" I cannot — I cannot indeed ! Only let me He 
quiet till to-morrow, with this kind woman of the 
house to look after me ; then I will try .... God 
help me ! " 

Helene reflected. It would serve no end to 
carry this limp bundle of nerves and tears back to 
her own little Court, to be tormented, perhaps, 
with jealous observation ; the cottage matron was 
an old retainer, kind and discreet ; Frau von 
Harzfeld, too, could stay ; the cottage was roomy, 
and the mode of life refined under the well-to-do 
peasant proprietor's roof; so she gave way to 
Elfrida's wish, and said gently : 

" I will leave you to yourself, Elfrida. Come 
when you feel able, and rely upon me and Conrad 
to make every exertion towards relieving your 
mind of this horrible supposition. But, after all, 
we must bow to the will of Grod,** 
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So — without a kiss, with but a cold pressure ot 
the hand, the girl was left to strive with her 
wretchedness alone. 

All precautions notwithstanding, a vague and 
inaccurate report ot what had happened to the 
noble English Fraulein got abroad among the 
hills, and reached the hunting lodge where Conrad 
made his headquarters at that season devoted to 
the " Gemsenjagd," the chase of the chamois. 
Early in the morning, as he stood on the door- 
step equipped for his start, the news was carried 
to him by a favourite jager that the English lady 
had slipped down into the mountain-stream, and 
had been rescued by a brave peasant and carried, 
dying or dead, into the cottage above the bridge. 
The King at once countermanded the chase, and 
ordering his equerry to find a doctor and follow 
without a moment's delay, he called for his horse 
and raced off towards the place, only a few miles 
distant, where Elfrida was reported to have been 
left in her lowly rescuer's care. 

Incredibly short time brought him to the chalet- 
door, a startling apparition in picturesque hunting 
garb— soft felt hat, velvet jacket and breeks above 
the bare knees, completed with knit stockings and 
stout brown shoes — a quaint costume carried with 
manly grace and noble bearing. 

The Hausfrau herseli received him with deep 
obeisance as she recognised the King. Conrad, 
aware of his advantage, made demand at once to 
see his friend, the English lady, well or ill. 
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Madame von Harzfeld came out with apolc^ies, 
to be quietly brushed aside, while the uncon- 
ventional King walked up the stairs after the 
mistress of the house and boldly proclaimed his 
right to be admitted to speech with his betrothed, 
if she were still alive, as she confessedly was. So 
it was vain for any opposer to say him nay. 

He had guessed that some inkling of the evil 
reports which troubled him and his mother, must 
have reached Elfrida out of the gossip that always 
makes free with the friendships of Royalty. He 
had but one answer to such attacks upon his 
promised bride. Gently, he lifted the latch of her 
door, entered unbidden, and stood before her with 
open arms and the love-light in his eyes which 
she was powerless to resist, as his deep voice 
thrilled through her veins: 

" Elfrida ! " 

Another moment, and all the world forgotten, 
she started up from her wooden chair and fell upon 
his breast, and there she grew beneath the warm 
rain of kisses ; her lips, her heart and soul drank 
in a new breath of life. 

Closer and closer he crushed her in his arms, 
till the thought flashed upon her, he could not 
know what he was doing — he had not heard from 
his mother. ... In the agony that mingled with 
the rapture of his caresses, the virginal veil upon 
her heart was torn away : no longer boy and girl, 
but passionate man and maiden, they clasped and 
clung together, till Elfrida remembered — then, 
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with a strength beyond Nature she rent herself 
from him, as the gipsy's awful words sprang upon 
her lips : 

"Let me go, Conrad — or shall death and hell 
rise up and suck you down with me!" 

" Elfrida, Elfrida ! Dear love " 

" No ! — no ! call me anything but that I ought 
never to have been born. I am not fit to live." 

** What do I care for your birth ? Who has 
dared to speak to you?" 

" The woman who was my mother. I have met 
her." 

"When? Where?" 

" Here, by the river below. She spoke to me. 
If she says true, not God Himself can ever make 
us two one." 

"What madness! I despise ever)rthing in the 
world that could divide us. Some crazy b^gar 
has been frightening you, but you are mine, Elfie. 
I will never let you go." 

" You must, you must " 

" What for ? Come, what did she say ? " 

"That I can never tell you. But your mother 
knows — ask her — and, for the love of God, keep 
out of my sight ! " 

" My darling, my darling ! But I will obey you, 
though you break my heart." 

Firmly convinced that his young sweetheart had 
been driven mad by the unwarranted interference 
of some enemy to her peace and his, Conrad 
turned away and left the room, bounded down 
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the stairs and took Frau von Harzfeld sharply 
to task, until he satisfied himself that she knew 
nothing whatever beyond the unaccountable effect 
of a gipsy's appearance across Elfrida's path with 
her unwholesome predictions. Having nothing 
more to learn, the young man leapt on his horse 
and dashed recklessly over the hilly roads towards 
the castle villa, fully determined to call his mother 
to account for the disturbance of Elfrida's reason. 
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" WHOSE DAUGHTER ART THOU ? " 

Some time before the Royal horseman so incon- 
gruously equipped came knocking at his mother's 
gate with pressing insistence, Helene had sent for 
the Minister with the wild hope of discovering 
some course, through his unpalatable counsels, 
whereby the gipsy's hideous revelation might be 
disproved, explained away, or, at worst, kept from 
the knowledge of all save the Count himself, with 
whom, she supposed, the dark secret would be as 
safe as in the bottom of a tomb. 

Count Karl lost not a moment in responding 
to the Queen's appeal, and the two were in deep 
debate when Conrad, covered with dust and hot 
with haste and strong emotion, broke in un- 
announced upon their conference, a frown of 
surprise and displeasure upon his face, a strong 
curb upon his tongue. 

" Count von Hartmann, my good friend," he 
spoke, with royal courtesy, **your presence here 
is explained to me by certain news I have come 
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by in my hunting rounds ; that a mischievous 
gipsy woman has been interfering with the Queen's 
ladies, and even venturing to thrust her cheating 
predictions upon our English guest, the noble 
Fraulein von Fountaine.** 

The statesman knit his brows, and grasped the 
situation with an unrelenting hand : 

" Majestat, we are brought face to face with the 
problem of that gracious lady's birth. Now it has 
been proved to me there are gogpd and sufficient 
grounds to invalidate the authority of the docu- 
ments which vouch for her origin/* 

" What do I care for such trash ? " cried Conrad> 
snatching a flower out of a vase on the Queen's 
table, and pulling it viciously to pieces. The 
Count resumed with hauteur: 

"Majestat, I cannot cast away my own judg- 
ment, but I do not ask you to act upon that alone. 
Proof of the identity of the Countess Gisela von 
Adlersheim with Sir Edwin's wife has been placed 
in my hands, by favour of the English Foreign 
Minister." 

"Proof! What do you call proof of such an 
absurdity ? " 

"The assurance of a Cabinet Minister that, 
many years ago. Lady Fountaine's name was 
struck off the list of presentations to the Queen on 
account of the ascertained fact that she was no 
other than the Countess Gisela. A separation 
from her husband was the consequence." 

At this merciless exposure Conrad staggered 
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back a step or two, then, with a masterly move- 
ment of his arm, he exclaimed : 

" My poor Elfrida ! All the more will I cleave 
to her as my betrothed wife. If her mother were 
a devil incarnate, Elfrida is an angel sent to us to 
make a true man of your son." And with the 
word, the young King clasped his mother's hand, 
and raised it reverently to his lips. Helene turned 
to her son and spoke with evident pain : 

"Gisela von Adlersheim is the gipsy woman 
who followed Elfrida from place to place. She 
claims to be her mother, and avers that the child 
was unlawfully born before her marriage with Sir 
Edwin Fountaine." 

" And you believe that, mother ? You can take 
the word of a lying cheat against my innocent 
girl ? " cried Conrad. Then indignantly turning on 
the Count : 

" Repeat no more such idle stories to me, mein 
Herr, unless you couple them with better proofs 
than that." 

"What further serious matter I have elicited — 
what your illustrious mother would desire to con- 
ceal — I dare not tell Your Majesty: it is for the 
Queen herself to explain to you what you are 
bound to face as a man." 

**Then speak to me plainly, mother; let there 
be no concealment between you and me." 

" My son, if all you have heard makes no 
difference to you, there is something else which I 
would desire to keep back, to spare you pain — ^but 
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•Count, I cannot ! . • . Do you explain what I 



mean." 



"With Your Majesty's permission. As the 
Fraulein's birth certificate is not to be taken as 
proof, if she came before the marriage of her 
alleged parents, and there are circumstances that 
point — if, forgive the allusion, we have regard to 
the lady's former relations with your own father 
— Elfrida Fountaine may possibly be so near to 
you in blood as to forbid any closer union." 

** No ! Gott im Himmel, n J Count von 
Hartmann, I would have you by the throat and 
hold you till you swallowed the lie or till you 
were dead — if you were any other man than my 
father's trusted counsellor." 

** If Your Majesty could spare me a little of the 
same confidence in my honour and integrity, it 
might be more tolerable for me, safer for yourself." 

For a moment Conrad stood lost, astounded. 
His mother, with sad eyes fixed upon his face, 
said bitterly: 

** My son, my son, it is vain to shut your eyes 
or thrust in dust to blind them. We are in grave 
fear, the Count as well as I, that the girl you seek 
to marry is the daughter of your own father . . . . 
your sister .... through a parent's sin." 

** Hold, mother ! Such words are unworthy ot 
you. But there must be means to test such an 
allegation as this to the bottom. As it is, I spurn 
such a supposition ! " 

Here the Count seized his chance : 
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" Your Majesty is quite right. But the burden 
is laid upon us to prove the contrary. To do 
that we must get hold of the right person: 
Gisela herself." 

" But even if we could — at what disadvantage ; 
while the one witness whom nothing could silence 
or corrupt is away in unknown Africa, the field 
is clear for any game the woman may seek to 
play upon us." 

" I am an older hand than she is, and a cooler," 
said the Coufll^ with a sardonic smile. ** Let her 
lie to her heart's content ; she must succumb to 
my cross-examination." 

" But how is that to be tried ? Where is she 
to be found ? " 

" I am informed that letters addressed to the 
care of her banker in Frankfort will reach her, 
although they decline to state where she is." 

" Letters ! What letters will bring her face to 
face with us?" 

" I will write to her. I have the advantage of 
an old acquaintance with whom she never had 
any falling out." 

" I remember, Count, you were always friendly," 
said Helene, with suppressed vexation. 

'*For your benefit, Majestat, as it turns out. 
But I never quarrel ; least of all with clever 



women." 



" Which this one was in any case," said Conrad. 
" How well she has evaded you, Count, for all 
these years ! " 
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"Yes, me, and the laws of every civilised 
country which she has set at defiance. A very 
beautiful and terrible female!" 

Thus summing up . the force with which he 
undertook to deal with a subtle sneer, Count 
Karl took his instructions from the King as to 
the important communication, to be coupled 
with a safe-conduct to the lady, for which the 
royal word was pledged. This settled, the 
statesman took his leave, and went home, where 
he sat down to write privately : — ; 

**My Honoured Lady, — It has come to 
my knowledge that you are not far from us 
here, and it is my duty to inform you that 
the King greatly desires to obtain your true 
testimony upon a point of vital importance to 
your own daughter, the noble Fraulein Elfrida 
Fountaine. I need not dwell upon certain 
circumstances of which, I am aware, you are 
by no means ignorant, further than to state 
that an ill-omened royal alliance may be averted 
if you, of your own knowledge, can produce 
any valid legal or moral obstacle to such 
clandestine union, and so earn the gratitude oi 
every loyal member of the State. 

"His Majesty pledges his royal word for 
your personal safety and freedom in his dominions, 
seconded by my ministerial guarantee that you 
shall in no way be molested or called to 
account for any past acts in which you may 
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have been involved at any time or place. I have 
taken means to ascertain that these lines should 
reach you quickly, and I count upon your early 
response. Provided you comply cordially and 
loyally with my requests, you have nothing 
further to fear. — Your devoted servant, 

"Karl von Hartmann." 

Helene, too, sat down to write to Maya : — 

" My De^r Friend, — A cruel chain of 
circumstances, ' too strange and bewildering to 
set down on paper, seems to close around our 
children, and work against our desire to secure 
their happiness. This is enough to explain : 
Count von Hartmann has satisfied himself that 
Sir Edwin Fountaine's mysterious wife was 
no other than Gisela von Adlersheim, whose 
sudden disappearance created so much dis- 
turbance at Altenstadt many years ago. That 
woman's daughter — although the truest, noblest 
girl in the world— is no fit mate for the King, 
my son. I am sure Elfrida feels this herself, 
and all the more because she truly loves him. 
My heart bleeds for the child as I write the 
word: she must leave us. My guardianship, 
however true and tender, is no longer fitting. 
The Duke must relieve me, and replace her 
father, who, we fear, may never return. Come 
to us, if you can, and play the mother, since 
her presence here now is misery to me and a 
peril to her. She and my son must not be left 
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any longer as a temptation to each other. — Your 
afflicted friend, Helene." 

And Conrad wrote M Elfrida : 

"My Own Dearest, — Come back home, for 
the love of God ! Come away from the peasant's 
cottage where your longer stay is unseemly, and, 
if it must be, have patience with my mother in 
her trouble. Your birth, as the child of her old 
rival, which concerns me not one whit, is to her a 
source of sorrow, real, although contrary to reason. 
To my mind you are all the more dear, the more 
sacred, for the troubles that have assailed you, so 
young, so innocent! Trust me, my darling, you 
have nothing to fear from any wild story that can 
be devised tending to part us, by the disordered 
imagination of an unhappy woman whom we 
cannot hold responsible for her words and actions. 
Forget her, and cling to me, your betrothed, in 
the trust of our true hearts* love. — Your own till 
death .... and beyond, CONRAD." 
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. A WITNESS WANTED 

There were anxious days of waiting for Gisela's 
slow reply, but Elfrida was drawn back by the 
love-note to the forsaken nest Brave and calm, 
she met once more the perturbed Queen and asked 
for an open explanation of the questions raised 
concerning her and Conrad — in confidence between 
the three. To this Helene assented, and it was 
with steady eyes and cloudless brow and never 
a tremor of fear that Elfrida met the ordeal, after 
earnest prayers to the All-Father to bear her 
through whatever agony might be laid upon her. 

Helene, deeply touched, met the lorn girl with 
something of the old tenderness between them, as 
she bade her gently : 

" Say all you think and feel to me, dear, as to a 
mother." 

Elfrida shrank back at the word, bound up, for 
her, with nameless miseries. She spoke obediently, 
in husky tones : 

"I have told you everything — against myself. 
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It rests with Your Majesty to forgive me for 
having ever approached you. Now I know 
myself to be the daughter of your enemy — I 
cannot help that" 

So lamenting, the girl sank down and hid her 
face in the dark folds that fell about the feet of 
the widowed Queen. As Cpnrad sprang forward, 
Helene drew up the suppliant into her arms, 
repeating : 

" You cannot help it. No, poor child ! " 

Conrad broke in with his determined speech : 

" We may know, but we will never acknowledge, 
what might tell against you and me, Elfrida. I 
myself will stand up for my wife against the whole 
world. I can trust the old race, the name you 
bear, your father's: you are his daughter, truly 
born, I would lay down my life to sustain it. 
Deceived he may have been, dishonoured he 
could not be!" 

Elfrida thanked him with her eyes, and repeated : 

"Deceived — ay, so he was, and by — No, no! 
She is my mother; I have nothing to say." 

" I commend your silence," said the Queen ; 
"our hearts speak for you all the more." 

Conrad impetuously declared : 

" She may strive to cast a stigma on your birth, 
but I will stake my soul that is a slander against 
your father." 

Elfrida looked straight into her lover's face, and 
echoed his words : 

" And so will I stake my soul that my father is 
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my own father ; his love for me was wasted on no 
changeling — he knew me for his own. Oh no! 
whatever my unhappy niother may have done 
before, there was nothing since she became his 
wife." 

" True," assented Conrad ; " but why should she 
seek to befoul herself and her child with baseless 
calumnies, I am at a loss to imagine." 

"May God send us a way out of our troubles," 
said Helei[ie, driven desperate by her son's resolute 
stand for his heart's desire, and deaf ears turned to 
all evidence to the contrary. 

Elfrida put in her word with gentle insistence : 

"That way, there is but one, must be by my 
father's testimony. My only hope must hang 
upon the chance of his return in time to rescue 
me from my life's disgrace." 

" That shall be, must be, this year, if he is in the 
land of the living," cried the young King. " The 
expedition will start with everything that could be 
provided to secure Sir Edwin's rescue." 

"If they have taken him prisoner, you mean ? 
That must be so; he could never have forgotten 
his promise to me for these years — he must be in 
captivity — or dead." 

A stony calm of hopeless misery was worn by 
the young face, as the last dread word was spoken. 
Neither Conrad nor Helene could find any answer 
to the forecast which had long been their own. At 
last Conrad spoke with an assurance he did not 
feel : 
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** When last we heard of him he was safe and in 
good heart, starting on a further expedition. I see 
no reason why he should not succeed, and be with 
us soon." 

" You say we have done all we could ? Did the 
Duke? .... I wrote to him, earnestly praying 
that money without stint should be found — and 
the lawyers hesitated because of the inheritance — 
when there is no heir but me, and I would 
give up the last acre, the last farthing, to see my 
father's face. . . . God help me, what has been 
done ? " 

" All for the best. A princely ransom is ready, 
and I have given mine to add to yours. If I might 
go myself to lead the rescuers — if they do not 
bring good news soon, then go I will I Who shall 
stay me ? " 

" Conrad ! Conrad ! " cried his mother, " it must 
never come to that. Your life belongs to your 
people, and that you have no right to cast 
away." 

** For me ... . no, Majestat," said Elfrida, 
humbly. " But one thing only remains, since the 
search for my father must decide my fate for 
good or ill. Let me go away and hide myself 
from you, until you know for sure whether I 
am to remain outcast from your home, or 
whether" — the young face brightened with 
unquenchable hope — "whether we may ever be 
again as we have been. Till then, let me go 
back to England." 
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"No, Elfrida, I will not consent to that," said 
the masterful lover. Queen Helene added, with 
decision : 

'* My dear child, your Iteire is an inspiration 
from God, I do believe. Pay no heed to my 
incorrigible son." 

"Your mother is right," said Elfrida, with a 
light touch upon Conrad's arm. " I shall be no 
farther off in my thoughts and prayers — perhaps 
nearer than I am in Altenstadt, and .... it 
will be better for you, beloved, until it may 
please God that we see happier days. I will 
leave you." 

"Not now, not at once," pleaded the lover. 
Helene again intervened : 

"As soon as possible. The Duchess will 
come for you, no doubt. But your presence is 
necessary at the meeting with .... you know 
whom I mean." 

Elfrida bowed, and left the Queen in silence. 
Conrad followed her quickly, with a few hurried 
words : 

"Courage, courage, dearest! We are sure ot 
each other." 

Elfrida met him with her conviction : 

" I am watched at every turn. You must 
not follow me ; your mother believes — the 
worst" 

"And that I never will. Fear nothing, dear 
love." 

And so they parted. Conrad, forbidden her 
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presence, plunged desperately into his mimic 
campaign with a greatly harassed army -corps 
called upon to scale mountain^ with all arms, 
including horse and artillery, by way of prac- 
tice at the game of war. With this relief to 
the passion of his soul he was fain to endure 
the laggard time until, after considerable delay, 
Gisela's answer reached the Minister. It ran : 

** High-born Count, — You may reckon upon 
my consent to meet you and any others whom 
you may desire to convince of the authenticity 
of my statements made to my young daughter, 
by way of maternal warning. Any search made 
for me after the one occasion of our meeting 
will have proved fruitless, as my assumed char- 
acter was at once dropped on prompt retreat 
to the neutral territory of Switzerland, where 
I now remain indisposed, both in mind and 
health, to risk myself across the frontier where 
you, Herr Graf, hold sway with such vigilance 
and accomplished statesmanship. If you, and 
your friends under your advice, should be dis- 
posed to visit me here, you will find me entirely 
at your service. — With the highest salutations 
from your devoted friend, 

"GiSELA VON AdLERSHEIM. 
"(FOUNTAINE.)" 

Count von Hartmann conned over the lady's 
epistle with his keen eyes that scorned all 
glasses and defied the years, in vision unin\- 
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paired. Then, after a second reading, he felt 
master of the sense, and chuckled with pleasure, 
saying to himself: 

" The only woman who eVI^ beat me at a game 
of wits — safe to hold her own against the boy 
King and his mother." 
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CHAPTER XXIII 

"TRUE FOES ONCE MET" 

Surely Helene's cup of humiliation was never 
full until she set out with Elfrida on that 
journey to Switzerland. As one led to execu- 
tion she was brought to meet the woman who 
had ruined her life, in whose presence all per- 
sonal rancour must be flung to the winds for 
the sake of such proof — one way or the other 
—as might end all doubts concerning Elfrida's 
parentage, and restore her own son to his right 
mind. 

The Queen travelled incognito, by night, and 
to secure her secret all customs of Royalty were put 
aside. No suite attended her when she alighted 
at the appointed rendezvous, a ch&let-built hotel, 
provided as a starting-point for tourists among the 
Alpine haunts around. These were now falling off 
as the close of the season drew on, so that privacy 
was practically safe. Conrad and the Minister 
followed under cover of the next night, and arrived 
in a fashion equally unpretentious. The sam^ 
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morning was fixed for the momentous meeting 
with Gisela. 

She drove up t& the hotel in a droschke from a 
town several miles distant, a notorious centre of 
** advanced" political refugees. Her toilette and 
manner proclaimed her rather a type of the 
treaders in high places than of the down- 
trodden poor, upon whom her sympathies were 
openly bestowed. She sent in her name as Lady 
Fountaine, and ascended the stairs to the first 
floor, unabashed, to face the Queen, by whom 
she was to be received, as she knew, with enforced 
toleration. 

To the King, his mother, and the Chancellor, she 
presented herself in an attitude of irreproachable 
deference — even friendly, so far as she dared. 
Being bidden to a seat, she hesitated, cast a search- 
ing glance round the room, and in a tone of no 
small authority asserted her maternal claim upon 
Elfrida, observing : 

" I do not see my daughter, and I desire that 
she should hear every word I have to say to Your 
Majesties." 

Helene seemed at a loss for words ; Conrad was 
about to make demur, when the Minister arrested 
remonstrance with his official request to the 
Queen : 

**May the noble Fraulein favour us with her 
presence ? " 

So Elfrida was brought in to the fateful con- 
ference, and on her entering the room with sub- 
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dued dread, Gisela advanced to inflict a warm 
embrace, which the girl suffered quietly, though 
with infinite pain. Gisela turn^ her head, still 
keeping hold upon her daughter, as she addressed 
the personages present : 

"There is no dispute, I see, that this child is 
mine. We met at Sir Edwin Fountaine's house — 
and to Your Majesty I am not so changed from 
what I was as to be past recognition." 

Helene assented by a slight bend of the head 
in haughty silence. This was broken by the 
Minister's remark : 

"Upon that point, madame, you have Nature's 
testimony ; your likeness to each other is beyond 
dispute." 

** That is well, so far." 

"And if you will give yourself the trouble 
to answer my questions, madame, you can 
afford us the benefit of your own observations 
afterwards." 

** Ask me whatever you please. Count von 
Hartmann." 

Then, an undefinable understanding estab- 
lished between the two, the statesman put his 
queries : 

** You were married in Cairo ; you disguised 
your name and identity; for what motive?" 

" That explains itself My past position at you# 
Court called for such concealment" 

"That is understood. But this noble Fraulein 
is to be protected from certain allegations : 
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you are aware of the King's intentions towards 
her ? " 

" Only indirectly. I have never been consulted 
as to the disposal of my daughter. I refuse my 
consent to the King's suit, as the only parent at 
hand." 

"Good. But Miss Fountaine is accountable to 
the guardians appointed by her father, whose 
rights are paramount." 

"I deny that. Sir Edwin Fountaine possesses 
no rights whatever over my child/' 

" She was born in wedlock ? " 

** No : she was born two years before our 
marriage — before I had ever met Sir Edwin." 

"But he accepted her as his daughter and 
heiress ? " 

** He did ; because he could not do without the 
woman he loved." 

Conrad, unable to restrain himself longer, broke 
in angrily : 

" That I do not believe. Sir Edwin was no such 
fool as you make him." 

Gisela quietly resumed : 

** I did not say he was a fool : but he was too 
fond of me to make strict enquiries about the 
child ; that would not have been kind." 

At this Elfrida, trembling, overcome with shame, 
dame close to the Queen with her agonised protest : 

" Majestat, do not believe it : my mother speaks 
so wildly — she cannot be in her senses — till I was 
thirteen years old I was always with my father. 
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He loved me as he could only love his own ; 
believe me, so I was indeed ! " 

But Helene, knowing so much as was all too 
certain, shared with the other woman in loathing 
of any marriage between their children, so she 
answered, without relenting: 

** My poor girl, you cannot know. Nay, do 
not blame yourself for others' wrong. From my 
heart, I pity you!" 

" But your mistrust will drive me to despair. 
Send me away, but believe me — do not take away 
my own father, or I shall die of grief." 

Yet Helene, though deeply moved, spoke no 
word of comfort. Conrad stole up to the dis- 
tracted girl, and pressed her hand within his in 
eloquent silence. Gisela writhed with a passing 
qualm at the agony she was inflicting upon her 
own flesh and blood, but never flinched from 
her purpose. In cold, hard tones she went 
on : 

** Sir Edwin was a great traveller, and left me 
most of the time to my own devices. I was 
alone for months at Salonica, and I knew his 
wishes for an heir. I feigned the birth of a 
daughter, because I meant to replace the stranger 
with my own little girl." 

" Does this apply to the registration of birth 
seventeen years ago by the British Consul ? " 

** That is so." 

" Then how was it done ? " 

"In Sir Edwin's absence I obtained a female 
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infant from a Turkish slave-dealer. I dressed 
myself as a nurse and took the child to the 
Consul to attest* the birth." 

" And the English official accepted that ? " 

The lady smiled. " He had not much 
experience. He was unmarried and newly 
appointed." 

" A susceptible young bachelor ? " 

" A polite one, Count. He took down every 
word as I told him." 

" And you found Sir Edwin equally credulous ? " 

" More than that. When he came back 
to me, he was delighted to find me with a 
baby." 

" Ah ! we men are such wax in your hands, 
meine Gnadige." 

*' Yourself excepted, mein Herr." 

" You are too severe with your devoted 
servant, madame! Can you tell us what be- 
came of that child afterwards ? '* 

" I persuaded my husband to let me entrust 
the little girl to the Sisters of the Catholic 
Mission at Salonica, while we went together on 
a long tour in South America." 

" Can any of the Sisters confirm what you 
say ? " 

" No ; they cannot ; they never saw the child. 
I gave her back to the slave-merchant with a 
handsome present, when I had no further use 
for her." 

" Then how about this Fraulein ? " 
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"At the end of two years Sir Edwin was 
suddenly called to England by the death of a 
relation, to take possession of his estates as 
next of kin. I left him at Fountaine Court, and 
came on to fetch my own daughter." 

" Where was she ? " 

" Here, in Switzerland, with a worthy couple 
of peasants who befriended me when I dis- 
appeared from Altenstadt I hid with those 
good people, and turned myself into another 
woman before I emerged into a different quarter 
of the globe." 

" To meet Sir Edwin as his fate — at Cairo ? " 

**Yes; and so you failed to trace me. Count 
von Hartmann." 

" I own it. But your story requires confir- 
mation." 

"You shall have that, to-day. My old people 
should be here to meet me, very soon. You 
shall ask them what questions you please." 

Here Conrad, with rising wrath, came down 
upon the speaker: 

" Suppose what you say is true, Lady Foun- 
taine, that child you left with the peasants here 
must have been much older than Elfrida." 

"She was born a few months before Your 
Majesty," said the lady, with a malice of intention 
under a deferential tone. 

" Then you make her four years old when 
you passed her upon Sir Edwin for a child of 
two? Incredible!" 
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"I passed her upon my husband — ^a man!" 
said the married woman, with an ineffable sense 
of scorn. " Sonde of the county women knew 
better, and gave me trouble, but I lived that 
down." 

" Till your husband knew too much," pursued 
the King. 

** Oh, but he did not know the child was 
none of his; I never owned to that until now, 
when I am driven to protect my daughter 
from .... what I dare not mention before the 
Queen." 

Helene looked up with a proud turn of the 
head, as her few words fell with lofty calm : 

"Say whatever you have to say, madame, 
without any consideration for me." 

Gisela turned to the Minister in appeal : 

"You know what I mean well enough, Count 
von Hartmann. Am I excused for my reticence?" 
And the lady rose as if to retire. Then Conrad 
thundered out his charge: 

" Stay, madame ! Do you mean to convey to 
us — in plain words — that Elfrida is my father's 
daughter ? " 

" As you have said it, Majestat, I do." 

" And that she was four years old when you 
brought her to England ? " 

" That was so." 

"Elfrida, speak to me! If you were four years 
old, you might remember something. Tell me, 
can you recall anything of that journey ? " 
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At this summons the girl met her lover with 
an ashen pallor spread over her face, and an aged 
look, as if she had suffered cruel years in that 
day's lapse of time, but with unshaken resolution 
she made reply: 

" I can tell you of nothing before I was in 
England. My first clear remembrance is — my 
mother, when she was very sweet and fond. I 
remember when I lost her, and cried after her, 
and how my father comforted me." 

"Plain proof this story of yours is not true, 
madame. Elfrida's memory of her childhood is 
too strong for her to have forgotten all you tell 
us of. By your own admission, you have twice 
committed yourself to false statements : why not 
another lie now ? " 

" For what purpose, Majestat ? " 

" God knows ! — but to destroy our happiness.*' 

** How so ? When I am forced to speak, to 
save my daughter when you would lead her into 
an unnatural crime." 

"Mother, mother! Why was I born? If you 
speak true, I am not fit to live ! " 

At Elfrida's bitter cry Conrad flung his defiance 
in the woman's face : 

" Tell your wild tale to the ice-peaks up yonder ; 
you will move them sooner than you will shake 
my faith to my betrothed." 

" You refuse to believe — all the world will know 
I have spoken truth in time to stay the harm. 
I am her mother, as you yourselves confess : 
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Prince Heinrich was my lover, as not one of you 
dare deny." 

"Peace, woman, he is dead!" cried Conrad, 
with fierce indignation. **You have secured my 
word as your safe-conduct, but your crimes — your 
participation in the crimes of others — are not 
unknown to us, and your punishment must await 
you yet in the purposes of God." 

The shot hit home, though Conrad's knowledge 
of the Anarchist connection was rather speculative 
and assumed, for the Minister had been reticent 
as to that secret. With some inward trepidation 
Gisela affirmed again : 

" I have been much to blame, but God will not 
punish me for speaking truth." 

" In my soul 1 believe you do not know the 
meaning of that word." 

" But if you are so unjust, my witnesses will 
convince Your Majesty. They should be here, 
long ago." 

Flaming with passion, she struck the electric 
bell, and on a waiter's appearance, asked angrily 
whether the expected couple had not kept their 
appointment? They had done so, and were only 
waiting for the gracious lady's summons. \ 

"Then send them up at once," commanded 
Gisela, sharply. She rushed up and down the 
room, quite regardless of the personages present, 
until two old peasants, greatly out of their element 
in the place and company, were ushered in, and 
constrained to come forward with painful hesi- 
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tancy, and say their humble say in the formidable 
face of the great mysterious Presences. These 
auxiliaries once brought to her aid, Gisela turned 
upon the Minister, saying : 

"I have done enough, too much, at your 
request. Now you may make what you can of 
these good people. I take my leave of this 
illustrious company!" 

With a sweeping reverence, more insolent than 
any omission of formal respect, she glided out at 
the door, and drove away to the nearest railway 
station, to speed back as fast as possible into the 
obscurity where she had lain so long in wait for 
her insatiable revenge. 

After she had left the room, the Count, with 
many courteous assurances, drew out the old 
people's testimony. They confirmed Lady Foun- 
taine's story in every particular, so far as it was 
connected with them. They had fostered her 
child from three months old till four years, with 
the knowledge of its royal parentage, and the 
cause of concealment: her fear lest it should be 
forcibly taken from her. The lady's feelings as a 
mother, they avowed, were sacred to them. They 
loved her, too, because she was so good and 
charitable while she stayed in their house with 
her baby. Her piety and gentle ways were still 
remembered in the village, where they spoke of 
her as a saint come among them. The old wife 
sumnied up the lady's character with the pithy 
saying : 
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"I believe our priest would have .given her 
the Good God in the Holy Sacrament without 
confession." 

But that single-hearted priest had died before 
Gisela told her tale. 
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CHAPTER XXIV 

A GLACIER-BED 

With wistful eyes Conrad looked on while 
Elfrida was led away by his mother. Too clear 
was his conviction openly expressed to the 
Minister when they were left together : 

" You could not condemn the basest criminal on 
such evidence as that woman has produced — but 
'tis enough to blast the happiness of our two 
lives." 

"Believe me, Majestat, your subjects* feeling 
against all importations from England is too 
strong to be overcome, even by the high-born 
Fraulein's attractions. Your separation by the 
dispensation of Divine Providence is a blessing 
in disguise." 

At such preachments from Count Karl the 
hearer was apt to turn sick. The King deigned 
no reply, but rushed from the room. Eager to 
escape from his own thoughts by filling the 
hours of daylight with some dangerous achieve- 
ment, he sought recourse to the mountains, 
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A guide was summoned, and a suitable rig- 
out put on in haste. Not until dark night 
did Conrad return, after one narrow escape, 
at least, from startling the world with "An 
Alpine Disaster,*' and he had barely shifted his 
clothes before the three sat down to their 
dismal dinner, while Elfrida, who refused her 
food, lay alone on her bed, as she prayed to 
remain. 

Conrad found all arrangements settled for her 
disposal between the Queen and the Minister, 
who were evidently agreed as regarded the 
English girl. Under the circumstances, a press- 
ing message had been wired to the Bran- 
casters, urging them to come and fetch her 
away from that spot. Helene decided she 
would stay with her until she could be re- 
ceived by her guardians, but the King's duty 
bound him to return to Altenstadt on the 
morrow night, lest his secret journey should 
raise any discreditable comment amongst his 
loyal but captious subjects. 

The august party had brought no Court 
suite to endanger their incognito or spy 
about their ways, an immunity of which Con- 
rad was not slow to take advantage. The 
Zimmermadchen, overcome by his lordly man- 
ner, obediently conducted him to the Frau- 
lein's sitting-room door, where he dismissed 
the attendant and boldly walked in, calling, 
** Elfrida ! " 
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The girl started from her bed, and came to 
meet him in the outer room, with a look of mute 
despair that lashed his spirit to frenzy. But his 
wishes must be made known to her briefly and 
in secret, as he felt, if they were to have effect 
at all. 

"Dear, we shall be parted to-morrow night — 
to what end God knows!" 

Her eyes met his with a dry and stony look 
as she faltered: 

** After that, we shall never meet again in this 
world/' 

" Do not say that to me, my darling ! You do 
not believe ? " 

"That we are brother and sister? No. But 
those two with you are agreed upon it, and 
who can disprove my mother's word? She will 
shut us out, you and me, beyond the pale of 
humanity, if — if " 

" If I marry you before I can produce your 
father, or the child she bore to King Heinrich ; 
and until then " 

"We are separated by a stronger barrier than 
death." 

**Not till to-morrow night. Give me that day, 
Elfrida, our poor one last day together!" 

" But they will not let us. . . . How can it be 
done?" 

**Come with me where I have been to-day. I 
will call yoq at five in the morning, and it will be 
easy to leave this hotel unnoticed, by the bacK 
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entrance that looks towards the hills. Put on 
your warmest dress for the morning air is chilly, 
and come. Will )fou do this for me ... . for 
me?" 

" I will, Conrad. But no need to call me ; I 
shall not sleep. I will be ready to follow you 
before daybreak." 

" I can trust you, dearest." He wrung her hand 
with one long look of love, but no kiss, no dear 
caress. Of all that might alarm her in their 
present stress he debarred himself, while he asked 
her to give her life into his keeping for that last 
day. 

Conrad wrote a few hurried lines to set his 
mother's mind at rest: 

** Elfrida is coming with me to take our 
last farewell alone together. Do not follow 
us, but trust me to restore her safe in the 
evening, before I start for Altenstadt. — Your 

loving Conrad." 

This warning was laid secretly upon a writing- 
table in the Queen's sitting-room, so that it should 
meet her eye by the time he was missed. Fortune 
favoured him there. Helene, relieved from the 
strain of anxiety lest her son should marry Gisela's 
daughter, slept sound till late in the morning, 
theife being no officious Court lady privileged to 
disturb her. Count Karl, too, slept the sleep of 
the successful, and the young pair were several 
hours' climbing past would-be pursuers before their 
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absence was discovered, or any change in a bright 
autumnal day raised a note of alarm down below 
them. 

Conrad met his companion in the garden at the 
back of the hotel, among the shadows before the 
dawn. He was well furnished for the excursion, 
with light food and flask of Rhein-wein, and a 
small supply of hot bouillon to invigorate them for 
their start. A few other pedestrians were already 
astir, so they passed without observation. Elfrida, 
in her white woollen coat and skirt, would become 
invisible as soon as they had crossed the line of 
snow and ice, and even now, to the general eye, 
they were no more than ordinary well-to-do 
tourists come to enjoy a few days of ^VJpine 
adventure. Conrad was a bold and careful con- 
ductor, and Elfrida, though the sharp air nipped 
her cheek, gave herself into his guidance with a 
joy of achievement, a daring at venturesome 
moments, bred, it might be, by contempt of life. 
What was the worth to her of its treasures, youth, 
beauty, fair inheritance? what, if she possessed 
the whole world and could not share it with him ? 
The dark thought came upon her, and vainly she 
strove to shake it off, even while her elastic foot- 
tread lighted, true and firm, wherever his alpen- 
stock planted the way, or his hand led on. In 
the delicious fever of the ascent, higher and 
higher, they almost lost the sense of all painful 
heart-strife, for a while put by, The risen sun 
waxed hotter and hotter above their heads, as 

274 



A Glacier-Bed 

it smote down upon the fields of ice under 
their feet until they reached the "refuge/* a 
large stone hut, built more than half-way up 
the mountain-side, upon a broad ledge of rock 
cleared of ice, with snow-sand for a floor to the 
spacious chamber where Alpine climbers could 
take their ease for " Mittagessen " and, it might 
be, short siesta, on their way to the lofty 
summit 

That day they had the halting-place to 
themselves. Conrad produced his dainties and 
pressed them upon his exhausted companion. 
Elfrida ate and drank a little to please him ; 
the taste of it seemed to bring her back to earth 
and^its sorrows. They sat face to face upon 
the rude stones which served as benches in that 
wild shelter, while they consumed their light 
meal with reluctance, scarce daring to exchange 
a look, a word; now the strain of vigorous 
exercise relaxed, the heart sank back upon its 
own bitterness. Vainly they strove to keep 
from one another the aching sense of misery, 
the abiding horror of their position ; a betrothed 
pair parted by a cause, hideous, unheard-of, 
created and sustained by the malice and 
credulity of two women to whom they owed their 
being, and championed by the all-powerful 
Minister who held his Sovereign bound in 
chains. 

So they sat together, speechless; yet, with 
all their pain, thrilled through ever and anon 
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with a great joy unspeakable, in those last 
moments together permitted them by envious 
Fate. Elfrida, weakened by long conflict within 
her breast, had spent the bodily strength left 
in her for the arduous climb, so they tarried 
beyond their due hour of rest. They passed 
outside the shelter, and looked around and 
above them upon the glory and the wonder of a 
world beyond the world, a glittering expanse ot 
hills pointed with aspiring peaks cut against the 
sky with the lustre of 

" one entire and perfect chrysolite," 

as a crown meet for the brow of a conquering 
archangel. Filled with admiration and awe, the 
mortal pair lifted their eyes towards "the great 
white throne" set upon earth by its Creator, 
and the maiden, white and pure in heart as the 
everlasting snows, met her lover's ardent gaze 
with murmured question : 

"Shall you and I ever reach so far as that 
mountain-top from our world of woe? Shall 
we ever attain so near to the Heart of our 
God?" 

Some wild reply of fierce revolt against Fate 
was rising upon Conrad's lips, when suddenly 
a damp gust caught his face. They had 
lingered on in rash confidence until the time 
would barely serve them to regain the firm 
earth before night came upon them ; so now 
they cast down looks of alarm towards the 
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perilous pass they must retrace, lest the light 
or the fair weather should fail them. Conrad's 
arm stole round the slight girl as he hurried 
her on to find a firmer ground, if he might, 
while the chance lasted. They came down 
safely for a quarter of an hour, and then the 
mountain depths changed. A blackness of 
cloud and wind closed the way as a great gulf 
under their feet, a dense mist rose up rapidly 
nearer and nearer towards the point where 
they stood, still within sight of the blue above 
their heads .... but how long? 

They pressed their steps, and descended too 
surely into the mist till it closed round them, 
black and clammy cold. It blotted out the 
mountain-side with palpable, impenetrable 
darkness. Conrad bade the girl lean against 
his arm and stand still : another blind step 
might lead them down to death. Elfrida 
obeyed, and gave her hand into his with a 
tender trust that consented to any doom 
they could meet together. They waited thus, 
silent, motionless, amidst the sounds and 
sights that raged around, above, beneath, in 
the sublime and dread grandeur of Alpine 
storm. 

Vivid forked lightning gave them momentary 
glimpses through the gloom in its glare of ghastly 
blue. This was little help to Conrad now, for he 
had lost all sense of locality and could no longer 
choose which way to turn. Again and again the 
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flashes came, followed quicker and quicker by the 
thundering crash nearer and nearer: at last it 
struck, not many paces from the spot where they 
clung together. They had nothing to gain by any 
movement under the buffeting of the storm, when 
the lurid light flashed for one fearful moment — 
and left them pent in darkness under the wild 
hurly of the elements. At- length, as the fire- 
clbuds passed away, with the last reverberation 
through the hills, the " treasures of the hail " came 
fiercely down. 

A vast white sheet was quickly spread above the 
bent heads of the shrinking pair. Their feet were 
covered ankle-deep, and the prisoning mass was 
fast rising to their knees, when Conrad shook 
himself free and trampled and struggled to keep 
the command of his feet and body, and uphold 
that other form, dearer than his own. By-and-by, 
a long low sound bore a portentous warning to 
Conrad's ear: a swish and a crashing noise told 
him the mountaineers' great dread was coming 
upon them. A great gathering of snow in an 
avalanche detached from its moorings by the 
storm-wind was tumbling from rock to rock above 
their heads, bearing down everything in its track. 
It fell upon their last refuge, resistless, and swept 
them away upon its course, down, down, how far, 
who could measure? They were borne with it 
till the mass of ice and snow lay still, and 
they buried within it, crushed, past power to 
move. 
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How long, was past their count: it seemed 
eternity. They had lost all feeling, except 
amazement that they were still alive. They 
could just breathe the scanty air that filtered 
through the snow; they had no sense to as- 
sure them whether they were bruised or broken, 
or condemned to lie there and be pressed to 
death. 

As the numbness that followed the shock sub- 
sided a little, the young man's vigorous limbs 
stirred. He could just shake himself in the room 
left where his prison-house had melted round the 
warmth of his body. By-and-by he could move 
his hands and strike out for his life. The layers 
above him were not too thick to give way to his 
strength, and he fought on and upwards until a 
pale glimpse of reviving day came down into the 
hollow where he found himself pent within lofty 
walls of ice, blue and glittering, cruelly cold and 
hard. 

And Elfrida? With frantic hands and feet he 
dug down to her rescue. He reached her almost, 
but the snow was closing up again above him, 
eager to claim its own. With his last strength he 
seized and held her head against his breast, and 
scrambled back towards the faint hope left 
them. 

She never spoke nor moved. He perceived that 
she was sinking to sleep, the frpzen sleep that 
closes the eyes against this world. With the 
daring of his love and despair he kissed her — 
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kissed her, as he knew it must be, to death or 
to life. 

Love was the stronger, and under the passion- 
ate caress her eyelids opened : she did not 
shrink from him with any maiden fear, but 
locked her arms about his neck and gave him 
her lips with the deathless love of those about 
to die. 

No words passed yet between them, but her 
mute embrace constrained him to her heart with 
ardour unconcealed. At last he murmured in her 
ear: 

*' Elfrida, my darling — all my own, my own 
till " 

"Is this our death?" she asked, as her looks 
climbed upward upon those icy walls that hedged 
them in. He could not answer. Then she smiled 
into his eyes, where her face was mirrored, and 
spoke low: 

" Death — death — Oh happiness ! We shall 
never be parted any more. . . . Oh God, our 
Father ! let us die ! " 

"Die? No, no! Ask for life, that we may 
live for each other, my own ! " cried the young 
man, in the agony that knows no name, the 
horror of such a death ! " Pray, pray, my 
darling ! " 

" Can you do nothing, Conrad ? " 

He measured the wall of ice with despairing 
eyes : he strained himself upward and shouted 
again and again ; he made strange sounds, 
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scarce human, in that fierce call for human 
help. No answer, save the reverberation 
of stony hills and callous fields of snow. 
He knew they were far off the climbers* 
track ; that, save by miracle almost, nothing 
could guide any rescuers to that unlikely 
spot in time to reach them before the cold 
and the night made an end of all. He 
cried aloud, with eyes and arms cast up in 
revolt : 

" My God ! What can I do here trapped 
like a rat? Have mercy 1 Let me not go 
mad ! " 

Elfrida hung upon him, pleading : 

" Hush, hush, dearest ! I remember it now 
.... it is better that we should be taken to 
that Country, where " 

"Where they tell us there will be no marry- 
ing nor giving in marriage . . . . ? Oh, the 
pity of it! To die, to die .... our love un- 
tasted .... now I know in your heart you 
give me love for love!" 

"Yes, that is enough for this world and for 
eternity. God made us for each other. He 
will take us back, and keep us — together — in 
his breast. . . . Our Father " 

She drew herself up until their lips met 
and closed in love's ecstasy. The storm had 
passed, a shaft of light from the westering 
sun pierced down and smote the ice barriers 
near the surface for one fierce moment of 
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radiance before the gathering gloon:>, and a 
deep sleep fell upon those two living, as they 
lay upon the unknown border that divides 
earth's children from the Great Multitude passed 
Beyond. 
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CHAPTER XXV 

OUT OF THE DEPTHS 

Helen E awoke, opened her eyes upon the 
tell-tale record of her jewelled timekeeper, roused 
herself with a mild shock, and summoned the 
assistance of the Zimmermadchen for her simple 
traveller's toilette. This carried out, her next 
order to the attendant was to inform the 
English Fraulein that her presence was desired 
by the/' Countess Lindorf, as the Queen had 
chosen to be known in that hotel. 

The damsel did her customary office, knocked 
and called with belated hot water at Elfrida's 
door. No answer. At last, the maid attacked 
the lock ; it was fast, and the key, presumably, 
inside. Then she came back with her unsatis- 
factory report. Helene at once tried the door 
of communication between her own dressing- 
room and Elfrida's chamber. It was fast. The 
broken cord between them, now so "jangled 
out of tune and harsh," that no close inter- 
course in private hours was any longer desired 
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or sought Helene gave her orders to bring 
other keys, and issued from her private suite 
to watch and wait for them at Elfrida's door 
outside. 

In the long gallery which ran from end to 
end of the wood-built hotel, the perturbed 
Queen was met by the inevitable Minister 
pacing up and down in one of his worst 
moods of carping censoriousness. He stood 
still suddenly in front of her with the blunt 
enquiry : 

** Is Your Majesty informed of the very — very 
unpleasant circumstances that keep me liere, 
awaiting complications ? " 

" What then ? Tell me, I know of nothing." 

** Not of the disappearance of the King ? 
Simultaneously with Fraulein Fountaine's, as we 
are aware?" 

" Elfrida ! She is locked in here, still asleep, I 
believe. , I have sent for them to open the door/' 

" Let them : you will be no nearer the mark, I 
can tell you." 

At the confident, almost insulting expressions in 
which the disagreeable fact was couched, Helene's 
first feeling was unmitigated rancour against the 
Minister, her son, and the unhappy girl who in- 
volved him now in unnameable disgrace. But her 
second thoughts were: — Whatever might have 
happened, it would be best to pass it over as a 
matter of no concern, and keep up the incognito, 
the one shield against the scandal which, at any 
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cost, must not be suffered to approach Conrad's 
name. 

" Come in with me, Count," she bade him, with 
outward calm, and led the way into her own 
rooms ; then asked with a quiver of the lips : 

" Have they disappeared together ? " 

"Circumstances point to that conclusion," said 
the Minister, with a cynical leer, his most hateful 
peculiarity in Helene's eyes: "the position is 
unprecedented. His Majesty has not even held it 
incumbent upon him to leave a line behind him for 
my information." 

Helene glanced round ; her eye fell upon the 
letter left by her son, which had so long escaped 
their troubled perception. In a few moments she 
had grasped the purport of the hurried lines, and 
handed over the small sheet to the Minister with 
the soft word she knew how to speak in season : 

" This is not so bad as we feared ; he will be 
back in time this evening." 

"Will he? AchGott!" 

" He surely will. Conrad never broke his word 
in his life." 

*• Donnerwetter ! But the sky and the ice-paths 
may fail him." 

" Never ! He has not taken Elfrida '* 

"Majestat, he has, on a mountain climb. The 
two have been accurately described to me by a 
couple of guides who passed them at six o'clock 
this morning, on their stolen march towards the 
Ritterhorn." 
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" Who could have thought it of my son ? " 

** Why, anybody — Your Majesty excepted. Ex- 
cuse my blunt honesty, but his hankering after 
that girl — his own half-sister — is likely to cost him 
his prestige as a Sovereign, and the Fraulein all a 
woman has to lose" 

" Count von Hartmann, please remember I am 
his mother." 

" No fault of yours, Majestat. Your brains and 
your discretion have not descended with your 
blood. But I am not the man who can resort to 
any pleasant fictions or cheat my superiors to 
whom my utmost sincerity is due." 

**You take so serious a view of a foolish 
prank that we can keep private with ordinary 
precaution." 

" Bitte, Majestat, accept my plain dealing, 
prolnpted by a faithful spirit I cannot dis- 
semble the truth, that your august son has 
approached very near the point where the line 
must be drawn, if he means to occupy his throne 
much longer. The people of Altenstadt " 

** Need know nothing. He will be back, he 
V^ill travel with you to-night, and resume his 
duties at once." 

" That is as it may be." 

" I have not a doubt of it — to-morrow." 

"As I have already had the honour to inform 
Your Majesty, the King has seen fit to risk 
his personal safety on an Alpine adventure in 
the worst fag-end of the season, when, at any 
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moment, at a change ot the sky, disaster may 



ensue." 



" Do not say that, Count ; the morning is 
perfect" 

"Just so: but the afternoon? Don't rely upon 
me, Majestat, but ask the people here who under- 
stand their own detestable weather." 

The Hofmeister was summoned ; with voluble 
lips and speaking gestures he worked with all 
his might to reassure the noble lady and 
vindicate the character of the local climate, 
while the Count, incredulous, stared hard, until 
the rush of words was interrupted by the 
anxious mother: 

"My son and the young lady, his own near 
relation, have foolishly gone out without guides. 
I am disposed to send after them two or three 
of your best mountaineers, lest they may Ind 
themselves in any difficulty." 

"That would be most prudent and kind, my 
gracious lady. I will choose the best men at 
once, and send them up to you for your honour- 
able commands." 

This was accomplished with brief delay, and, 
the case being explained to the two guides by 
Count Karl, they looked at each other with a 
gravity by no means pleasant to see, and pro- 
pounded a price for their services which provoked 
the Count's question : 

"My good men, dp you mean to say yoi^ are 
deiiianding high payment for special risk?" 
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" We are bound to do so, mein Herr," said the 
elder man of the two: "the high-bom young 
gentleman was conducted yesterday by a comrade 
of mine. He is a bold climber, but strange to 
our mountain. Ach, mein Gott! He would 
have .... if he had been left to himself " 

In vivid pantomime the hiatus was filled with the 
representation of a fall down a precipice. 

"And the weather to-day is as uncertain as a 
lottery ticket," croaked the second guide: "of 
course we are bound to go, but I have a young 
wife, with a child coming, and they have a claim 
to some provision in case I'm going on my last 
climb." 

With the ill-boding words a darkness crept upon 
the eyes of the debating group: a rush to the 
windows showed them the cloud-banks closing up 
the mountain-path with untimely gloom. They 
looked gravely at one another, with the thrill of a 
terror that levels all to a common helplessness in 
face of Nature's power. 

" You must go at once," said Helene, in hoarse 
tones. " I see what it is, as well as you. Take 
help, and everything — everything that can be 
needed in case " 

"My gracious lady is right We will go pre- 
pared — as far as we can do it — ^there may be an 
accident — who can tell ? We must risk anything 
to save life." 

"You must . . . ." faltered the mother as, 
moved from her state, she grasped the rough 
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brown hands of her helpers ; " I will follow you — 
as far as I can." 

They bowed with mute respect, and the Count 
added his word : 

"Do your best, my men, and keep your own 
counsel. I will confide to ydu two only that the 
young man's life you have to rescue is important 
to a friendly nation, no less than to this lady, his 
mother." 

No more was said till all was done. With 
incredible haste the rescue-party, fully equipped, 
set out to meet the storm in its fury and bear a 
passage through. They began their ascent under 
the blinding mist, and pushed on by the passes so 
arduous to the stranger, but where their familiar 
feet trod with the confidence of lifelong use. 

As the weather grew wilder, they roped thefll- 
selves together to Withstand the wind that almost 
blew them off their feet as they turned sharp, 
exposed comers, zigzag paths cut in the face of 
the rock. They made for the refuge, a point 
seldom passed by the ordinary climber unassisted 
by competent guidance, and there a fragment of 
German rusk and a cigarette end, carelessly 
thrown on the rock by the stone bench' outside, 
betrayed the whereabouts of the stray couple's 
mid-day rest. 

This point attained, they deliberated, and made 
a careful examination of the pass leading up 
higher, as a partial light guided them so far stbove 
the violence of the storm. There were no signs of 
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recent footsteps, so the head guide turned to 
pursue the search lower down. Then the snow- 
squall came on, and they were compelled to 
wait till the deep fall obliterated every path, 
and, foot by foot, they had to hack their way 
with the hatchet ^^Iwards other slippery turns 
where the unfortunate wanderers might have lost 
themselves. 

There was nothing to be seen anywhere, while 
they searched with torches through the gloom, as 
the hours went on, deadly, it might be, to the 
mountain's victims. It was not until the clear 
moonlight had risen above the scene of desolation 
that the keen eye of the younger guide caught 
sight of a small dark object hanging upon a rock 
which beetled above a broad crevasse set like a 
trap by the path of the unwary. The guide 
hastened to the spot and picked up a little sable 
cape, which he held up in triumph as a clue to 
the missing girl. Without a moment's delay, he 
was let down by ropes into the opening, and found 
— what they came to seek — the dead, it might be. 
He halloaed to his comrades and was followed by 
others' help. The two fair forms were unburied, 
wrapped in blankets, and laid on mattresses to be 
drawn up with difficulty to the surface. They 
were found so closely locked together that they 
could hardly be separated for the perilous transit. 
The rough men's eyes were wet as they sought 
for tigns of life. While they poured brandy 
between Conrad's lips his eyts opened ; at once 
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they roused him by every effort in their power 
from the torpor of his frozen sleep. 

With the girl they were less successful, and it 
was with heavy hearts they carried her down 
after her companion, from whom her condition 
was concealed by pious ev4iEMis of the truth. 

Helene had kept her word, and awaited the 
issue at a peasant's chalet, the highest dwelling on 
the mountain-pass. Here she was kindly provided 
with all she asked for, and was assisted in her 
preparations by a clever young doctor, happily 
staying as a guest at the hotel. In this simple 
hospital, with skilled aid, Conrad quickly came 
round to a sense of suffering from several hurts 
and bruises, while his beloved lay still, her spirit 
hovering between earth and heaven. 
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CHAPTER XXVI 

"SMOOTHER THAN OIL*' 
" Ilis words are smoother than oil, yet be they very swords.** 

Two days after the Alpine adventufe the Duke 
of Brancaster arrived alone, to take cognisance of 
his ward's predicament, and decide upon the steps 
necessary for her protection. He found Conrad 
still at the hotel, recovering his strength ; Elfrida 
in the care of a Sister of Charity, with only youth 
in her favour to maintain the dubious battle for 
life. 

Count von Hartmann had returned to Alten- 
stadt immediately after the King was pronounced 
out of danger, but before he could repair any 
lapses in the machinery of the State, incident 
upon the Sovereign s absence, he was recalled by 
a telegram from the Queen to take part in an 
important conference on the expected arrival of 
His Grace. 

The Englishman's news was a startling surprise : 
he was able to assure them Sir Edwin had been 
heard of — as a prisoner, but still alive. Secret 
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vexation at the disturbance of his own theories 
was the effect of this announcement on the Count ; 
for Helene, a painful sense of embarrassment was 
tempered with hope for her old friend, while 
Conrad, overjoyed at the good news, pressed 
eagerly for more particulars. 

" I have told you," said the Duke, ** our friend is 
still alive — so it is reported by the last telegram ; 
but before that reached me he might have been put 
to death. I will not conceal the truth from Your 
Majesties." 

" By what means was the information carried ? " 
asked Conrad. 

"Through a missionary who met our people 
at Tangier, seeking permission to start for 
the interior. He had seen Sir Edwin in cap- 
tivity and conversed with him, unknown to hit 
jailers." 

"How was that? Tell me the worst, Duke, 
once for all." 

** You remember we were informed by Sir Edwin 
that he had opened up a new line of country and 
discovered a rich vein of gold? This, it now 
appears, he was enabled to ^ work through the 
assistance of an Arab Chief, a slave-deajer, with 
command of unlimited black labour for the mines 
and a horde of Dervish warriors to keep his 
gains. He made a treaty of friendship with 
Sir Edwin." 

"To preside over slave labour? Surely no!** 
questioned Helene. " Nothing in the world could 
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be more opposite to Sir Edwin's views than 
that" 

"A man's views become colour-blinded in 
Africa," said the Count " Let us hear the terms 
of that remarkable treaty." 

" As far as I gather, they were to divide the gold 
produced under Sir Edwin's personal direction ; at 
the end of two years the partnership was to be 
dissolved, our friend was to leave the country: 
there was a condition, I was informed, that the 
blacks he had taught to work the mines should 
recover their freedom; those who chose were to 
remain as paid labourers for the lord of the 
soil." 

" Was that the compact ? " asked Conrad. " And 
what was the end of it ? " 

"No sooner had the Englishman's skill and 
determination secured a yield of valuable ore than 
the Chiefs avarice led to the usual result — once a 
Christian falls into the hands of a Mohammedan 
slave-dealer." 

** A religious question, eh ? " enquired the Count 
with his usual sneer. " Sir Edwin, I take it, has 
the courage of his convictions and is prepared to 
pay the penalty ? " 

" You are not far beside the mark, Count. At 
present, I understand, he has the option of saving 
himself by turning Mohammedan." 

"In that case, no doubt he would be well 
rewarded with wives, and warriors at his service, 
and all the rest that makes up the Moslem's 
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earthly Paradise," said the Minister, with cool 
cynicism ; " other Englishmen have accepted the 
like.'* 

"But his rejection of the Chiefs offers may 
involve " 

The Duke paused as his e>«5 met Helene's, and 
the Count filled in the sentence : 

" In that case he may add his name to the 
long list of British martyrs to mismanagement." 

** He may die for his country and his Grod ! " 
said Helene. 

" He may .... without benefit to either. 
Does not your good friend and ally, the Sultan 
of Morocco, claim some shadowy form of suzer- 
ainty over the desert?" 

" I fear our Government are committed to 
some admission of the kind." 

"Just so: and he takes tribute on every find. 
Suppose one of his feudal chiefs haS' caught a 
stray goose able and willing to produce golden 
eggs, do you suppose the valuable bird is to be 
lightly let go?" 

"You speak like an oracle, Count, but we 
cannot accept such a conclusion." 

" No ; but your Foreign Office will." 

" I regret to own we no longer protect our 
people in those wild countries as we used to 
do when I entered the diplomatic service." 

" You could not deny that, Duke. Now, it it 
were a German, our Emperor would make short 
work with such a business." 

295 



A King's Desire 

" We are doing all we can ; our private rescue* 
party is brave and determined/' 

Then the young King declared himself at last : 

" I am the man to lead them. Where Sir 
Edwin's rescuers go, there I will be, at any 
cost" 

At the words, at the decisive look, the outraged 
Ministof started to his feet and drew up his 
important person with the martial hauteur and 
iron-drilled stiffness that years spent at the 
bureaus of State had never modified by a hair's- 
breadth. He spoke staccato, with due deference 
and deliberation : 

**Do I understand Your Majesty to signify to 
us that it is your pleasure to vacate your royal 
post of duty for an indefinite period, on a chase 
after an Arab savage over the sands of Sahara-^ 
on a quarrel which has no connection whatever 
with the interests of Altenstadt? You do not 
mean it, Majestat?" 

Conrad retorted viciously : 

"Count, have you not found me hitherto in 
the habit of meaning what I say, if I do not 
always say what I mean?" 

" Provokingly so, if Your Majesty will pardon 
the expression ; but, as Minister, I am responsible 
for your acts, not only to your subjects, but to 
the Predominant Power." 

"The Predominant Power! the shadow which 
you always evoke whenever I dare to call my 
soul my own." 
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**With all obedience to Your Majesty-s good 
intentions, I am aware there is such a diaease as 
irresponsibility of the brain, from which even 
reigning Princes are not exempt This has been 
known to lead to deprivation of liberty, and 
other means to protect the sacred pqrson of the 
Sovereign from the rash effects of an ftUenated 
mind." 

" What do you mean by that, Count ? " 

" If Your Majesty rejects all reason, it might 
become our painful duty tP — ^-^ *' 

** Impugn my right as a man to stand up for 
my betrothed who suffers for her fidelity to me I 
That right I will not renounce — no, not for the 
toy crown of a secondary kingdom held under 
the heel of your Predominant Power ! " 

With these bold words the King rose and 
turned to his mother, intimating that he desired 
to say something to her in private. She followed 
him from the room as he led the way to Elfrida's 
door. 

" I am going back to Altenstadt to-night," he 
said to her, " I will not go until I see , . . . 
her." 

" Conrad, can you ask such a thing iq her 
present state?" 

"I do. She must know there is hope for her 
father, hear it from me." 

" Oh, Conrad I Can you realise what you 
are doing, what you sacrifice for ?" 

" The girl I love. Any sacrifice of mine is less 
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than I owe her. Have I not almost led her to 
her death with me? It was the warmth of her 
breast that kept the life in mine when we lay 
buried in the snow. Do not forget that, 
mother." 

Helene shuddered ; but Elfrida lay still under 
the shadow, and she obeyed her son's will. She 
entered the sick-room, announced her son's visit 
to the Sister in charge, then made way for 
Conrad, on the doctor's strict injunction, **One 
at a time." Elfrida knew his step beside her 
bed, and her eyes unclosed with a happy smile. 
He knelt by her pillow and spoke low in 
their own language, which the witness did not 
understand : 

"Elfrida, I am come to bid you live for your 
father's sake." 

" Then he is alive ? Thank God! Thank God!" 

" Alive, but in prison." 

" Can he be released — ransomed — rescued ? " 
cried the girl, raising her head with a cry of 
reviving hope. 

" No ransom will be taken ; the prisoner's value 
to his captors is too great." 

" Then what is to be done ? " 

" I go myself to accomplish his release at any 
cost" 

" At any cost, Conrad ? " 

" If a man's life is to be given for his, I am that 
man — in honour bound to you, my dearest. There 
is no other way." 
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"For my father's sake — it is well. Save him, 
and you save me from dishonour, and then — we 
shall yet be happy in our love." 

He kissed her hand with the fervent worship he 
had no words to express. A light was kindled 
in her eyes from his that spoke of the strong 
desire of life, as the heart-beats came firmer and 
quicker with the renewed vigour of warm youth- 
ful blood. After a pause, filled with their deep 
emotions, he said gently: 

"I must not stay — and in a few hours I shall 
be far away." 

" So soon, dearest ? " 

**Not an hour must be lost Rest, rest, my 
darling, and let this be our last moment together 
until " 

" Until you return — if ever." 

" You will wait for me in hope ? " 

"In hope and trust. I feel — I feel — God made 
us two in one." 

Once more their spirits mingled in the parting 
kiss, and he was gone. He could command him- 
self no longer. 

In his absence, the views of Elfrida's origin 
accepted by the Minister, and even admitted by 
Helene, were fully laid before the Duke. That 
diplomatic guardian put in no plea on behalf of 
his ward until the personages present had said 
their say. Then, with a few pertinent words, he 
reserved his opinion until the only competent 
witness could speak with decisive voice. Thus, 
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without further debate, His Grace was permitted 
to withdraw. 

He met Conrad coming froip Elfrida's room, 
and an instinctive movement drew them to- 
gether out into the open, where they felt mora 
at ease than under the same roof with Count 
Karl. The preliminary puffs of their cigars 
covered a silence of some minutes until they 
were well out of eavesdroppers* way. Then 
the British magnate spoke with the calm and 
morgue attributed to his sort by the foreign 
mind: 

"In this grave business, sir, I am entirely on 
your side.** 

**My good friend, I know that Failing ran-* 
som. Sir Edwin must be rescued by force of 
arms." 

The Duke nodded, with a look of uncertainty. 

** A case of muddle, I understand, between the 
Foreign Office and a Mohammedan Potentate." 

<* Exactly." 

"I believe in Sir Edwin's friends taking the 
business into their own hands and fighting it to 
a finish." 

The Duke smiled approval, to whiph it was 
impossible he could commit himself by words. 
Conrad understood. 

"That is good enough for me. I will go 
myself. I will take with me a few resolute 
men; with modern arms and a couple of moun? 
tain guns we should be abla to give a good 
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stccoutlt of ourselves, and of Sir Edwin too. I 
will hire a yacht and take thdm with me to the 
West coast ; that is the best strategic point for 
access to the Desert." 

The Duke looked hard at the speakefj &s if 
this were something unheard-of yet in the world : 
a King's leap in the dark. 

**I know I must not toUch the army-corps We 
are bound to furnish for the Predominant Power," 
said the young soldier, bitterly; "every man of 
them would go to his death at my word, but they 
are tied down. I must take volunteers, men who 
have served their time^— ^perhaps a few English 
gentlemen." 

"Yes; they will do. But you mtist be more 
cautious ; you have already let Count Karl see too 
much of your mind." 

" Over that, I deny his jurisdiction." 

" I fear the Constitution does not." 

" But what can he do, if I am not to be terror- 
ised or persuaded ? " 

"He can call the Council of State to sit in 
judgment upon you as a Royal Rebel." 

" And if they find upon his ruling ? " 

"He will pass sentence to restrict your liberty, 
in the name of morality and religion." 

"Oh aye! he pretends to religion; his whole 
life is a He! Let a man's wickedness take any 
form but that. And if he can carry the 
Council ? " 

^' Well : you are the idol of the tirmy," 
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" My gallant comrades ! But civil war — my 
crown is not worth that." 

" If you think so, keep out of Count Karl's 
way." 

" I doubt not you are right I know you have 
my cause at heart." 

" Is there not some man you can trust ? Say, 
among your father's old officers — some one who 
could undertake this business, choose the right 
men, and bring them to meet you on neutitf 
ground ? " 

" So that I might retain my liberty of action by 
departing alone out of the country ? " Conrad 
paused for a few moments, then with brightened 
looks gave out a name: • 

" General Breitstein ! The vfry man : my first 
instructor in the art of ' war. I can trust 
him." 

** I have not a doubt of that — so far as the art. 
What about another all-important matter ? " 

" Another— what ? " 

" Has Your Majesty forgotten your Cicero's 
saying: *nervi belli pecunia' — Wellington's famous 
sinews of war ? " 

Conrad's face fell : " Gott im Himmel, I never 
thought of that ! " 

"Royalty is above such base considerations; 
then let me think for you, sir, and provide that 
essential." 

" Why should you, Duke ? " 

"On my ward's iehalf: do not hesitate to 
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accept me as your banker ; the wreck or rescue of 
her life depends upon this issue." 

With the insular reticence acquired as second 
nature, Conrad gave a little expressive nod, and 
all was understood between them. That evening 
the King returned to Altenstadt, where his days 
were counted, as few as his earnest haste could 
make them. 

The next morning Elfrida, greatly restored, was 
permitted to rise, and her departure with the 
Duke became a question of an early day. She 
made all haste to recover, stirred by the desire to 
be taken back among friends in sympathy with 
her hopes and fears, while her future fate was to 
be fought out in wild Africa. Before her return 
to England with the Duke, she took leave of 
Queen Helene with a strange conflict of irreconcil- 
able feelings. 

The young stranger received the hand ex- 
tended to her in lieu of the motherly em- 
brace that was once the sweet custom at 
their parting: she pressed warm lips upon the 
fingers as they lay cold to her touch with a 
tremor Helene could not control. The girl in- 
terpreted the royal lady's thoughts with proud 
humility : 

"Majestat, if my father can claim me as 
his own, you may forgive the rest, dear lady. 
If he cannot, if I am not his child, but — 
as I know you believe I am — then I give you 
my ^olemn word neither you nor yours shall 
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ever see my face, or hear of me again id this 
world" 

Helene, oveftome, speechless, laid her habds 
upon the bended head of her once-loved darling, 
ktid so they parted, in painAll peace. 
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CHAPTER XXVII 

"THE SORROWFUL SIGHING OF THE 

PRISONERS " 

Beside a deep dyke in a remote region within the 
Great Desert gf Sahara stood a stranger who bore 
the unmistakable signs of a man borji to command 
men. Under his supervision, a mixed band of 
many dark tints from copper to coal-black, kid- 
napped from various districts of the Soudan, were 
mingled with the fairer race of Berbers from 
Kabylia and kept hard at work at a surface mine 
digging for auriferous deposits, which they passed 
on to the smelting furnace close by the mining 
entrenchments. The sun was hot, the working 
day long in that land of the burning zone, but the 
bondsmen delved, raked, and sweated without a 
murmur under that one mail's masterful eye, for 
they knew that, like themselves, he was a toiler 
under compulsion, and they saw him move slowly 
and heavily on feet hampered with fetters as heavy 
as their own. 

The Englishman — such he was — did his office 
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faithfully, not as an eye-servant, to the common 
master whose bread they all ate in ^ bitterness ot 
their souls. Now and again, as he stood over their 
labours, his yearning eyes would wandey towards 
the northern horizon, whence deliverance might 
come one day, for him, for them all. They knew 
he had their needs at heart, and they trusted him 
as a father, with the mute obedience of a race 
whose large strong limbs were as those of the 
beasts trained to bear and suffer, unconscious 6f 
their manhood's powers. 

As his vision, sharpened in those vast open 
spaces, penetrated the very dip of the horizon 
from a sandy knoll above the w«yks, something 
like a small dar1(jspot seemed to crdss his sight in 
the far-away. Now, aft^ many days, he was 
watching for the long-deferred dawn of Mope, for 
had he not found a man, a countryman, to scarry 
his message to those who would release him at the 
peril of their lives, if that could be ? . 

Very soon the sky began its^ changes, from 
molten bronze to the delicate#blended crimson and 
violet that marked the westering path of the sun. 
The toil slackened, the men gathpred up their 
scattered garments in the *brief afterglow, the 
sudden curtain of equatorial night fell down upon 
the fainting earth with the infinite relief of a 
breath of cool air upon the parching sands: the 
unspeakable glory of the worlds unknown was set 
forth under the hand of God upon the crystal 
scroll of the heaven. ' ^. 
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As the captive turned to follow his nightly tramp 
back to the priien-house, the thought struck him : 
how he was changed past recognition, in outward 
form, in ^e garb of his slavery, in every motion 
weighed down by the Irons which had eaten into 
his body and soul; how his speech had grown 
strange, even to himself, in all those years ; if 
friendly faces ever came within hail, by whom 
should he be recognised? 

Himself watched by an emissary of the Sheikh 
Ibrahim, his lord and master, he led his gang of 
slave-labourers in slow procession back to their 
quarters in scattered huts rounc^ their owner's 
abode. This hail risen upon an oasis at an easy 
distance from the gold-diggings, wliere the wander- 
ing Arab Chief had bec^ tempted by the prospect 
of gain ft) enclose his dwelling with strong loop- 
holed Walls of sun-dried bricks, built square about 
a spacious court : the site was chosen to include a 
deep well in the centre, set round with lofty palms. 
Out of the court opened, on either side, the living 
quarters for Ibrahim aftd his immediate retainers ; 
at the more secluded end of the quadrangle the 
chambers of his harem were placed. Within this 
fort the English taskmaster was lodged at night, 
as a servant too valuable to be left under any 
guard but Ibrahim's own. 

Sir Edwin's brows beat hard that night, as his 
thoughts chased one another through his brain 
hour after hour of sleepless misery. But before 
the first glimmer of dawn he caught a faint sound 
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far away, as he lay where no other waking ear 
was as yet to hear. 

While the security of the desert was still 
undisturbed for those confident, lawless fnen, the 
small point on the horizon discovered tcnAlurds the 
close of day by the pain-sharpened sense of the 
prisoner, had grown through the night hours and 
approached within a few miles of Ibrahim's en- 
campment. At the foot of an eminence the 
advancing column halted: they were few, hut 
formidably equipped with every new and deadfa^ 
weapon of war. They were placed by their leadetl 
under the hillside beyond the enemy's view, and 
the order to secure the summit vnjS^ obeyed with 
silent alacrity by the men and mul6!l who dragged 
the ordnance up the steep*^so8»t There, behind 
a breastwork of natural rock, filled in with brush- 
wood, stones, and everything the men could lay 
their hands upon, the pieces were placed. At the 
firgt peep of day, a shot was aimed by General 
Breitstein, to ascertain the rangQ of Ibrahim's 
stronghold, and before the mki's rays had pierced 
down through the spreading palms, a cry was 
heard in the Arabs' stronghold. Scared women 
rushed out in their night-garmli^nts, with uncovered 
faces, shrinking wildly : " The sky is falling upon 
us! We are lost! Save us, Lord Ibrahim, save 
us, in the Prophet's Name ! " 

The Chieftain went to the gate, and passed 
beyond into his camp, where the men were already 
roused up by the murderous missiles fallen among 
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them. At their leader's call, they sallied out to 
meet the un^n foe with the resolute daring of 
men taught to hew themselves a gory path to 
Parkdise and the houris' embrace. Proud of their 
number^ and confident in their lord, they drove 
forward to attack the position whence, as they 
believed, the hail of bullets followed after the 
mysterious detonations given out from the hill- 
top. Grasping each man his weapons, spears, 
moon - shaped daggers, knives, and antiquated 
tikuskets, they " manned a rush " against the 
European warriors, few in number, but terrible 
as the forces of Nature in their resistless 
power. 

Ibrahim saw his bravest men jEall around him 
before his diminiaked iroop had met a single foe. 
Still the*^ rest pressed on with unshaken resolve 
tow^uds the hill, and set themselves to swarm like 
ants and overwhelm the scanty band above by 
sheer force of numbers. They were swept ba^k 
time after time by a deluge of fire, until the 
boldest man shrank* from such "devil's war." 
Ibrahim was forced to retreat in face of the 
raking fire that pursued him up to the very 
gate of his strong(hold. Was he secure, even 
there ? 

Never a doubt crossed his mind that the enemy 
who set foot within those sacred walls should pay 
for his temerity with his life. So the shrieking 
women were shut behind their purdah and locked 
in ; the fighting men — all that were left of them — 
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trooped into the court, the slaves outside were 
left to their fate, and Ibrahim stood prepared to 
resist any assault on bis home to the last thrust 
of valorous steel in the bands of the "true 
believers." 

While his preparations were yet astir, a crash 
broke in, his wall half-way down, a loud cheer 
followed from the assailant^ behind ; one of these, 
a slender youth in kh&ki, leaped in with a laugh 
of triumph, and a volley of revolver shots that 
swept a clear way for the men who rushed down 
fast upon the heels of their leader, Conrad of 
Altenstadt, at last let loose to revel in the joy of 
battle, with the generous ardour that spurred his 
course alike in love and war. 

There were a few minutes of deadly struggle 
within that narrow fence, and the sweet waters 
in their deep well were not unstain^ by 
the strife of men among the shadowy palms 
above them. The brief climax passed ; the 
day was won by the unbelievers with their 
sorceries. 

When all was over. General Breitstein, as a 
disciplinarian of practical ideas, announced the 
hour for ** Mittagessen," or feeding-time, to be 
followed by a moderate modicum of sleep, taken 
by turns with a vigilant watch; thus the rest of 
the day was mapped out to precede the night 
march back towards the desert tribe whose friend- 
ship had been conciliated, towards the rescue 
expedition. 
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Chief place at meat was given to the man for 
whom they had toiled and bled. Sir Edwin 
Fountaine had at once recognised his deliverer as 
the boy-Prince of years gone by, now come to 
heroic manhood. He struggled through the 
throng and confusion to grasp the hand which 
had done so valiantly in his behalfc Conrad 
stared for a moment at the uncouth, abject figure 
— then, as the name "Conrad" passed the altered 
lips, he suppressed the shock he felt at the change 
wrought by slavery, and set himself to remedy and 
efface that bitter past Sir Edwin, relieved of his 
chains, washed and provided in haste with a 
civilised suit in kh^ki, was the honoured guest 
at that informal feast on the battle-ground of 
Ibrahim's walled court. 

Dazed, bewildered, as a blind man suddenly 
restored to sight, he was scarce able to hazard 
a word in reply to old friends, who, to his 
amazement, were met in that gallant company 
drawn together by interest in his fate. The 
hale man grown old within a few years had 
evidently lost touch of his former world, so much 
so that Conrad feared days must ^pass and 
bring about another change before he could 
venture upon pressing the question nearest his 
heart. 

That evening at sundown they mounted their 
camels for the return journey towards the sea. 
Sir Edwin, as an old-accustomed rider, soon 
recovered his seat upon that uneasy pacer, while 
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Conrad took to his ungainly mount as one to 
the manner bom. As they moved side by side, 
the father faltered out one name too sacred for 
the general ear : 
" Elfrida ! " And Conrad's lips were unsealed. 
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CHAPTER XXVIII 

"THE HAVEN WHERE THEY WOULD BE" 

The months of painful stress and vigorous effort 
had been borne through at last: the recovered 
Englishman was landed in triumph at Harwich, 
by the well-found steam-yacht which was cleared 
out of port with a view to that end in the fall 
of the past year. In the interim, the equipment, 
company, and character of the erratic craft had 
caused much perturbation at the Foreign Office, 
The anti-Imperialist press and would-be 
statesmen were up in arms at the impunity 
enjoyed so far by the royal and aristocratic 
offenders implicated in the unjustifiable attacks 
upon the independence of savage Africa, and 
gross breaches of international law perpetrated 
by a small amateur army of adventurous gentle- 
men, for the unwarrantable purpose of restoring 
the liberty of a perverse, foolhardy British subject, 
who had made his own bed in the Desert of 
Sahara, and thoroughly deserved to lie upon it. 
Awkward questions, it was said, were in 
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preparation by prominent politicians, to be raised 
during the debate on the Address ; and even in the 
Upper Chamber, it was whispered, the Duke of 
Brancaster's commanding political position might 
be no guarantee for exemption from searching 
enquiry — it might be severe censure of certain 
acts of complicity attributed to him, on no 
better evidence, it was true, than the random 
shots of common rumour. 

Against these, His Qr^ice's cuirass was proof, 
and he was the first to board the yacht, ac- 
companied by Us ward, Elfrida, whose filial 
love could brook no delay for mere ceremony's 
sake. 

Her father's eyes beamed proudly upon her as 
she reined herself in for a few moments, in presence 
of a crowd, with the self-restraint taught her from 
a child. But when she perused the cruel record 
stamped by long misery on the dear face, she 
could contain herself no longer. Dissolved in 
tears, she fell upon his neck, and covered the seams 
and furrows of the past years with her soft kisses — 
kisses returned by his lips, that had well-nigh lost 
the sweet taste of life. 

Withal she tcould not wait : one question meant 
more to her than life or death : 

" Father, you have no doubt about .... 
me?" 

For answer, he strained her closer to his heart 
in one unspeakable moment that assured her she 
was indeed his flesh and bldOd. 

314 



* 



*' The Haven where They would be 



n 



Every eye followed her bringing home the re- 
turned wanderer, and the Prince whose romantic 
achievement for that father's sake had made 
him the darling of many an English home, 
stately and lowly, wherever warm hearts beat 
in unison with Nature's God-given blessing: 

tme love. 

• • • f • • 

That early spring, the old home at Fountaine 
Court was filled with joyful music, "the voice of 
the bridegroom and the voice of the bride." 
Prince Conrad, who refused any longer to be 
called King, accepted the old name of Fountaine 
in addition to his own, with the hand of the 
fairest, sweetest girl of the country-side. Where 
they were bred together, they two made choice ^ 
to live their good days made one. 

Gifts came to them. For Conrad a splendid 
sword, subscribed for by the tenants and labourers 
on Sir Edwin's broad lands ; for the heiress a 
" loving cup " of gold with Conrad's portrait and ^^ * 
her own exquisitely modelled in bas-relief medal- 
lions. The Prince made graceful reply for both 
to the deputation from the workers on the 
land: 

''Your loving cup shall pass round among all 
our friends when they pledge the health of the 
bride; afterwards it shall be kept sacred as a 
thank-offering in our castle chapel in memory of 
our day of days * 

After a long mUrmur of sympathetic applause 
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had died dowfi, Conrad grasped the splendid 
weapon presented to him, saying: 

"The sword you offer me shall belong to this 
free country — our country henceforth — as I am 
bred a soldier, and am not too old to enter 
England's service." 

^ Another gift, still more prized, arrived from 
Queen Helene, whose heart failed her at the last 
moment to atte&l the bridal : a necklace of pearls 
and rubies reproduced from a Grecian bust 
by Castellani's art Enclosed with it in the 
casket was a letl^^teiore valued than the price- 
less gems: '*•"* 

" Dear Child, — With my love and blessing to 
you and mj^von I send the most treasured of all 
my possessions: my husband's last gift to me 
after our reconciliation. May the augury ' bring 
ybu both all the happiness that has been denied 
to yo^r loving mother, ' * Helene." 

yi^ile the plighted pair were conning over the 
maternal message, Sllr Edwin was closeted with the 
Duke of Brancaster, who rode over io Fountaine 
Court to break the news of ,an event that deeply 
moved the listener : 

" I am sorry to intrude-upon your happy home, 
my friead, with a tale of sudden death ; ,|jut 
you must hear it from s&me one, and best from 

ma 
" Of whom do ypu speak ? Tell me plainly." 
" Lady Fountaine has passed away." 
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" My wife — that cancels all grudge between us. 
How did she die ? " 

" It is a sadder story than I could wish to tell 
you/' 

" I have a right to hear it, Duke." 

"Her connection with the Anarchists — long 
suspected — ^has at last been brought home to her. , 
For years, they have held meetings at Hamjpfetead, 
in the house where she has been living under an 
assumed name." 

" What did the police make ojit of that ? " 

"They detected her abetlhig^ the same crew 
in a recent dangerous plot ' The warrant was 
actually made out for her arrest." 

** And executed ? Good God ! don't say that ! " , 

"To do her justice, she has saved your oame. 
She was found dead, with her head on hcfir arms 
crossed upon a table, an empty bottle labellM 
chloral beside her." 

"God forgive her! Do not say any more to 
me, my good friend. We must never let Elfiida * 
know her mother was driven to such an end as 
that." 

The Duke wrung his friend's hand apd departed 
silently. 

Elfrida, on the watch for the opportiine moment, 
so<^ appeared with Hellene's splendid gift to be 
proudly displayed to her father, along with the 
loving letter. 

" But," said the girl, " she will not come to see 
us married, so she has written to Cortrad." 
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« Do not trouble about that, Elfrida," »ld Sir 
Edwin, with the tender throb in his voice that 
would only come for her. 

" Poor woman I she must feel deeply -*- 
what you cannot help, what can never be 
undone." 

'' I am the daughter of a hated mother: I know 

Queen Helene i$ mot to blame, but my case is very 

, cruel. Why wail born so ? " * 

<^ As she spoke, there was a strange hardness in 

Elfrida's eyes and on her mouth. The father 

checked her, with a quiver of the Ups : 

"Do not speak of your mother with bitterness, 
my child." 

"How ott'I help feeling that she used the 
basest means to rob me *€df your love^ my own 
father ?•• 

"Jealousy, jealousy, Elfrida. In her own wild 
way, your mother loved you, even if that were her 
last virtue l«ft." 

" And there was not one syllable of truth in her 
denial of my birth at Salonica ? " 

"My darling child, I was with her there the 
night you came into the world. You cost her 
dear ; she suffered past all telling. As each pang 
came on, I thought it was the last.*' 

His voice bn)ke, tremulous with emotion. 
Elfrida answered, mudi moved: 

"Poor mother 1 I was little good to her. But 
the story she told that I was changed at 
nurse ? " 
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"I can refute that. I never lost sight of 
you for any length of time since you came 
to us." 

" And that lie was all her invention ? " 

"Not quite. 'A lie which is half a truth/ 
remember : it was quite true that Prince Heinrich's . 
daughter was hidden away with the Swiss nurse : 
quite true that she was taken, at four years old, 
while I was out qf my wife's way for a few days : 
but instead of supplanting you, she was disposed 
of secretly through the Sisters of the Holy 
Cross." 

" You know that, father ? How ? " 

"My wife confessed it, after I discovered who 
she was." " * 

** And then you parted from her ? " 

" I did — for your sake, Elfrida. Perhaps I 
-dealt too hardly with an erring Djoman, after - 
all." 

** Perhaps I have cost you more than I am 
worth, dear." 

" My treasure, that could not be. I could 
not suffer her to make division between me and ' ■'* 
my child." 

" Or between me and Conrad." 

" That she can never attempt agaip. But I am 
sorry for her. She gave you to n^e." 

" Then I will forgive her for your sake." 

" Do so, dear girl When you shall have 
known the deepest springs of human affection, 
you will understand what the ties between me 
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and your mother mean to a man and woman. 
Your own happiness with your young Prince 

>who loves you bortter than his crown, shall atone 
to you and to Q||i%^r all the sorrow she has 
p cost" 
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